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	1. Chapter 1

**Hello everyone! So, after reading 'Magic of the North' (which is awesome. If you haven't read it, do so swiftly!) and being a closet Hijack fan for some time, I have finally succumbed. So this is my first Hijack fanfiction, with a little bit of Harmatia Cycle thrown in because…Well, I needed something to fall back on!**

The story is a Modern AU and follows the budding relationship between Hiccup, who's gone to live with his half-brother Rufus, and Jack, the new kid in the school who's moved into the same apartment block with his father Zachary.  
>The story will primarily be Hijack, with some Merchary, as Jack and Hiccup go through the motions of young love, and Rufus and Zachary do something…A little less innocent.<p>

As such warnings for the fic are as follows: MxM, Moderate sexual acts with 16 year olds, swearing, mention of child abuse, mention of rape.

I'll add any more if they come up. In the mean time, please enjoy and I would appreciate any feedback, especially on the characterisation of Jack and Hiccup!

**Disclaimer: I do not own any of the characters from **_**Rise of the Guardians**_** or **_**How to Train Your Dragon**_**, and am simply using them for story-telling purposes. The rendition of the characters from **_**The Harmatia Cycle **_**is non-canon and I am not using them for any financial gain in this piece of work. **

**North&West**

"I am so sorry." Rufus said for the fourth time, and Hiccup rolled his eyes, clutching the animal carrier tighter to him as they turned a sharp corner.

"You really don't need to keep apologising." The boy insisted, eyeing the tense grip Rufus had on the stirring wheel. "I really don't mind this. I just don't want to be a bother to you."

"Bother? To me?" Rufus snorted, taking one hand off the wheel for a minute to run a nervous hand up through his hair. He was stressing, but that was nothing new. "Hiccup, I don't think you've ever been a bother to anyone in your life."

"Tell that to my Dad." Hiccup muttered into his seatbelt, and Rufus snorted. "He nicknamed me Hiccup, Rufus. _Hiccup_. My first sports-day he demanded I be taken out of the egg and spoon race and do the under-thirteens cross-country run instead."

Rufus cackled.

"Then when I was nine, we went on holiday to Oxford, and I asked to have a go on the paddle-boats. He said that was for children, and signed me for the junior _Olympic Rowboat _team."

Rufus's laughter got louder.

"I dropped out after my first day at boot camp when I was ten, but in my defence I was the youngest there by about eight years." Hiccup continued, "And I then broke my collar, and shoulder – on separate occasions! – at the rugby club he sent me to."

"God, I remember that…" Rufus sniggered.

"I'm not even going to get started on the boxing…Those guys could lift me above their heads…" Hiccup hurrumphed, "Give it some effort son!" He impersonated his father's thick, Scottish accent. "We'll build up those fish-stick muscles in no time! Then I'll take you bear hunting, I can finally be proud of you!"

Rufus leant across and nudged the boy on the arm. From within the animal carrier, Toothless gave a low yowl of annoyance, turning impatiently in circles. The carrier was really too small for the cat, but it was the best Hiccup had been able to scrabble together in the short time they'd had.

Stoic's announcement that he had to go to Iceland had come very suddenly the day before. The company had called for their 'Chief' to come and represent the business at a huge press-conference in Reykjavik. The event was set to last a week, and then Stoic would have to stay on to observe the starting of their newest branch. The entire affair was set to take at least a month, which had put Hiccup in the bad position of either joining his father out of the country, or finding alternative accommodation.

"_I can stay in the house on my own, Dad. I'm sixteen."_

"_Out of the question!" _Stoic had bellowed, _"If it was for a week, I might have allowed it, but you're not be trusted longer than that! Remember what happened last time I left you alone?"_ Stoic had pointed accusingly at Toothless, and then down to Hiccup's prosthetic leg. _"I've called Rufus, he's agreed to take you in, 'til I'm back. You'll be staying with him in his new apartment. No arguments."_

And that had been that. Hiccup had been forced to pack up his things after school, and the following day, Rufus had arrived looking sheepish and picked him up. Somehow, despite being gracious enough to agree to Stoic's demands, Rufus hadn't stopped apologising.

"I would have come and stayed in the house with you, really…But with the way things are at work, they need me all hours of the day. Never become an architect Hiccup, promise me."

"I don't think that's a risk with me." Hiccup pocked his hand in through the bars of the animal carrier, stroking Toothless's nose. The cat begrudgingly allowed it, though it could have easily nipped Hiccup – Toothless wasn't nearly as harmless as his name suggested. "We'll be there soon, bud." Hiccup told the cat, "Then I'll let you out, I promise."

"I'll have to warn my neighbours I've got a panther moving in." Rufus joked, and Hiccup's lip twitched. It was true, Toothless wasn't exactly a dainty creature. Larger than any cat Hiccup had ever seen, the feline was pitch black with bright green eyes, and a short bob-tail. When Hiccup had first got the cat, Toothless had been a rather scrawny, but ferocious little kitten. Stoic had been convinced the cat was feral, but Hiccup had loved his pet with all his heart and soul, and had been patient when forming his relationship. The cat had eventually trusted Hiccup enough to let him stroke his ears, and from there the pair had become close to inseparable. All the more so after the fire…

Hiccup winced, his father's words coming back to him. He didn't mind spending time with Rufus, and was actually quite pleased to be living with his half-brother for a while, but Stoic's complete lack of faith in Hiccup bothered him. It had been four years, and yet still Stoic didn't trust him to be alone.

"You know," Rufus spoke, as if reading his brother's thoughts, "I think this actually all one big excuse to let us spend some more time together, little brother."

Hiccup smiled, despite himself. "You think my Dad's that smart?"

"He's the head of Vikings, the largest shipping cooperation in the world. Thick-skinned, stubborn and single-minded he may be, but I certainly don't think he's stupid." Rufus shrugged and Hiccup had to admit, Rufus had him there. "Either way, I'm just glad of the chance to spend time with you. We have a few years we need to make up for. And don't worry, I won't be signing you up for Sumo Wrestling classes."

Rufus and Hiccup were maternal siblings. Rufus was twelve years older, a son of a previous marriage, and had been raised by his father and a step-mother in Ireland. Hiccup had only vaguely known he had a brother until he was ten, when they'd had the chance to meet for the first time. Their introduction had been under unhappy circumstances, as their mother Valka had contracted cancer. There was nothing like a fatal illness to being the family together.

After their mother's death, Rufus had moved into the country permanently and had tried to be more involved in Hiccup's life. Stoic had encouraged it, as between the running of the company and his…sometimes inept way of dealing with Hiccup, Stoic sometimes struggled to manage his son on his own. A huge vacuum had been left in Hiccup's life, and in many ways Rufus eased it.

It helped, Hiccup thought, that the two brothers got along. They took after their mother in their studious nature. They enjoyed books, and creating things, and asking questions and Hiccup always felt a great companionship with Rufus. He could never replace his mother, but he was a part of her and that was comforting.

"Is that it?" Hiccup asked as they came off the roundabout toward a rather shiny looking sky-scraper. It was immensely tall, and stylish, shaped like a large sail with blue-tinted, reflective windows.

"That's it." Rufus hummed.

"I still can't believe you designed that."

"Well. Half of it. And it's not finished yet. By the time I'm finished it, I want it to run almost entirely from green, renewable energy. Which is proving to be more of a challenge that we anticipated." He winced, "There have already been residents there since last May, so the place is fully operational, but the top-floor is still under construction."

"Which floor are you on?"

"One down from the top. Hope you don't mind heights." Rufus stopped and then laughed, "What am I saying? To the kid who goes paragliding?"

"One time. For charity." Hiccup said reproachfully, though in truth he had every intention of getting back up into the air again as soon as possible, if his father ever let him...The one dangerous sport Hiccup was actually keen on, and his Father didn't like it.

Toothless yowled angrily again.

"We're almost there, Bud." Hiccup comforted, looking up at the huge skyscraper which was to be his home for the next month."Almost there."

* * *

><p>"Incredible." Zachary dropped the note onto the table, folding his arm. "You've been in school two days, and you've already been given a two weeks detention, and a warning about suspension?"<p>

Jack shrugged indifferently, "I can't help that the Kangaroo doesn't get my sense of humour."

Hugh Bunnymund, 'the Kangaroo' as Jack called him, was a six-foot four Australian special-ops ex-soldier with the temperament of a jilted koala, and no tolerance for misbehaviour. He had narrowed down on Jack as a troublemaker the moment the new boy had stepped into the classroom, and Jack – ever eager to please – had not disappointed.

"What exactly did you do?" Zachary asked, exasperated, though there was a barely disguised humour to his voice.

"I took his antique boomerang for a spin." Jack said innocently, before adding, "in the classroom."

"Jack, you could have _killed_ somebody." Zachary coughed, and Jack fluttered his blue eyes.

"Well I couldn't do outside; it was like 30 degrees, no clouds, and I'd run out of sun-cream." Jack whined. Sometimes his albinism gave him the perfect excuse for his misbehaviour, and Jack didn't mind letting people think he was acting out because of it. His father, unfortunately, knew better; the boy enjoyed being different, and he enjoyed being the class clown and the centre of attention. "Besides, it wasn't that bad. The whole class though it was really funny."

"I'm sure they did. And now I'm being billed for a new window." Zachary grumbled, and Jack grinned widely, his pearly teeth as white as his hair. He knew that people often marvelled at how he managed to look so charming and innocent, when he was such a devil. "You really need to tone this outlandish behaviour down. I know you're just trying to have fun, but you could really get somebody hurt."

"Oh come on, Dad," Jack rolled his eyes, "The Kangaroo was exaggerating."

"I'm not just talking about today, Jack." Zachary said with more seriousness, standing from his chair. He crossed over to his son, "I know deep down all you're trying to do is make people laugh, but there is a time and a place."

"And school is meant to be miserable, I get it."

"That's not what I said." Zachary took him firmly by the chin, steering his son's eyes up to meet his. "You need to start taking things a little more seriously. You're sixteen, Jack; in two years time this could be counted as illegal behaviour. Don't let this mischief escalate into delinquency."

"Or they'll throw me in jail, yeah, yeah," Jack battered away, "Lucky for me, I know a really good lawyer." He waggled his eyebrows up at his father, who cuffed him lightly over the head.

"I'm too expensive for you."

"You would let your own son rot in jai!?" Jack gave a false gasp.

"I'll damn well put him there if he doesn't get on with his homework." Zachary threatened. "I want you to show your teachers you're more than just a nuisance. Before I have to find you _another_ school."

"I can't help that my reputation proceeds me."

"Yes you can. Jack, I mean it." Zachary said firmly, "We're at the end of our line here. I need you to start acting with a little more responsibility."

Jack, sensing that a quip would not be welcomed here, swallowed any cheeky retort and nodded. "Ok. I'm sorry Dad."

"Go and tell Bunnymund that tomorrow morning."

"Urh." Jack stuck out his tongue, and caught the ghost of a smile on his father's face. Zachary looked tired, and Jack felt a stab of guilt pass through him. It was hard enough being a single-father to a teenager, without Jack creating extra work for him. Zachary had only been a little older than Jack was now, when Jack had been born. Jack sometimes forgot that even with their shared sense of humour and perchance for mischief, Zachary had the extra strain of having to work and be a responsible adult too. "I am sorry." Jack added, a little more softly. "I just…"

"Wanted to make them laugh. I know, kid." Zachary lightly touched Jack's face, his expression softening. "But you're smart, Jack…So next time, find a way to do it without breaking a window."

"I'll try." Jack promised and Zachary tussled his hair. His father's green eyes were dark with sleeplessness, and his fringe, which was usually so neatly swept back, was falling about his eyes. "Hey, Dad?"

"Yeah?"

"…This place is going to be better." Jack said with confidence. "For both of us."

Zachary's expression darkened, something close to troubled, but he forced a smile, grinning. Jack got that from Zachary, the grin. "I'm sure it will be." He agreed softly, and then after the moment of tenderness, dropped the bomb: "Now…I forgot to do the food shopping again."

"_Dad_." Jack whined, "How do we even _live_? The fridge has been empty for _three _days. I am a teenage boy, I need sustenance!"

"I've seen the sweet wrappers in your rubbish bin," Zachary said in-differently, "you could probably do with _less_ sustenance. And the fridge is not empty; there is plenty in there."

"Pickled onions, half a cabbage, a stale slice of cake and your unfinished, opened can of sprite doesn't count as plenty, Dad."

"Alright, fine, I fail as a father," Zachary granted, "But I saw that new Chinese has opened down the street. So if you're done whining about my misgivings, maybe you'd like to get some dinner?"

"I get two weeks of detention, and you take me out for dinner." Jack whistled, "You're the perfect father." He grinned from ear to ear.

"Finish your homework first." Zachary shoved Jack away as the boy leant in to hug him mockingly. "And Jack – Bunnymund had better call me up tomorrow, demanding if I did it for you, it's so good, do you hear me?"

"It'll be so perfect, I'll have him accusing me of cheating in no time." Jack promised.

* * *

><p>Toothless gave the apartment a thorough investigation before settling on the sofa with approval, leaving a trail of black fur wherever he'd been. Hiccup apologised for that, but Rufus didn't seem to mind.<p>

"I only hope he'll be comfortable; he won't be able to go in and out like at your house…" Rufus fretted, "He might start going a little stir-crazy."

"I'll take him out," Hiccup promised, "Besides…If Toothless wants to go out, he'll find a way. I promise you."

Rufus scrutinised the cat, who stared back at him with luminescent green eyes. "I can imagine that…" He shook his head, and then gestured toward a room on the far left. "You'll be sleeping in there. The rooms yours, so feel free to move the furniture around if you want. I want you to be comfortable."

"You really didn't have to do this." Hiccup said guiltily.

"Hiccup," Rufus sighed, "We're really not going to get anywhere if we keep apologising to each other about this arrangement. So let's settle this once and for all: I am _delighted_ to have you here for the next few weeks. I am really looking forward to it, and I don't care how long Stoic takes sorting the new business."

Hiccup's face flushed. People were rarely 'Delighted' with him. The teachers at the school often called him a nuisance because he could swing anywhere between asking too many questions, to day-dreaming within the space of an hour. His grades were good, and he wasn't unpopular, but he'd been known, more than once, to float off into his own-world at the first sign of boredom.

Smart, but easily distracted, they said. Which wasn't true; Hiccup had a drive that veered near obsessive when it came to the things that interested him. It just so happened that most of the time, the school did not accommodate his interests.

"I'm happy to be here." Hiccup told Rufus. "Really. I'm looking forward to it too."

Rufus exhaled loudly, as if he'd been holding his breath in anticipation. Hiccup looked fondly up at him. The two brothers could not be more contrary in looks. Whilst Hiccup prided himself in being quite tall, (he'd shot up in the last year and was 5"10 with some room left to grow), Rufus was close to Stoic's height, though significantly skinnier in build. The pair shared the same wide, slightly sloped shoulders, but where Rufus had an angular face with cheekbones like razors, Hiccup's resembled his father, more ovular with a strong jaw and softer brow-line. Rufus had their mother's bright, pale blue eyes.

"Urh." Hiccup slumped onto the sofa. They'd carried their bags up in the lift, which was just as well because there was no way he would have made it all up with his books and Toothless's carrier using the stairs. He massaged his knee, and leaning down, rolled up his trouser leg and removed his prosthetic leg.

"Is it causing you pain?" Rufus asked with concern, crossing over as Hiccup scrutinised it.

"No," he turned it over in his hands, "But I think it might need be adjusted a bit…I think I've grow anther few centimetres."

"We can drop by Dr. Edwin tomorrow, if you like?"

"No need, I can do it." Hiccup leant into his bag, and pulled out a small leather pouch. Inside, he packed the bare essentials of his tool kit, so that he could have these on him at any time. People mocked him for it, right up until the moment where it actually came in handy.

"I marvel at you sometimes," Rufus shook his head, and then looked up in time to see Toothless leave his perch and jump onto the piano. "Oy! Off the piano! That is one place you are not allowed." He chased the cat away, Toothless leaping onto the kitchen counter, "or on there!" Rufus cried.

"Toothless," Hiccup called, and his cat jumped down and joined him immediately. "Here you go Bud." Hiccup produced a treat from his bag and handed it to the cat who took it and quickly began to chew.

"He's like a service dog, but a cat." Rufus muttered.

"He's what he is." Hiccup said fondly. The cat meowed at him in agreement and continued to chew the treat loudly.

"Well, I'm just going for a quick shower, ok? You alright?"

"I'm good." Hiccup assured, taking the plaiting away from his fake leg. The prosthetic was new model under testing. Hiccup was one of ten people on the trail, and had been part of a research program into new and advanced technologies for amputees. Hiccup had already given several suggestions on how to improve the new leg, which was built for long-term comfort and to help new amputees quickly get back to their feet with less pain and hassle.

The by-product of being so closely linked with both the manufacturers and the doctors in-charge of the trail was that Hiccup had come to know very well the technology with the leg and as such would often tinker with it. Dr Edwin had been so impressed by Hiccup's suggestions and some of the new designs he'd worked up, that the man had offered him a summer internship when the school term ended. Hiccup had been absolutely delighted by the prospect.

"What do you think? Two centimetres? Maybe a little less." Hiccup asked Toothless as he removed a measuring tool from his bag, and holding it to his flesh leg. "Hm – two centimetre and four millimetres."

Toothless licked his lips, watching curiously. When he caught Hiccup watching, the cat closed his eyes slowly and headbutted him with an affectionate purr. Hiccup felt a familiar sense of gratitude well up inside of him even as he caught sight of Toothless's stumped tail.

He owed the cat his life, and Rufus's joke about Toothless being a 'service' animal wasn't so far from the truth. Toothless had been a life-line, even before the fire.

On that day, four years ago, Hiccup had been on his own in the house. He'd been working on a school project, using the soldering iron that his uncle Gobber had given him. Everything was going fine, until Toothless had suddenly starting yowling something awful. Hiccup, who'd been irritated that his project didn't seem to be working, had developed a splitting head-ache. The garage had been quite stuffy, so he'd decided to let Toothless out in the garden and get some fresh air himself.

Hiccup remembered how he put down his dizziness to the excess of concentration he'd been undergoing for his work, and that his breathlessness was caused by hay-fever, which he'd suffered with a little as a child. He had left the garage, and made it into the kitchen before collapsing, unaware of the carbon monoxide which was seeping into the house. The soldering iron had ignited the gas, and the garage had exploded, the fire spreading quickly through the house.

Gas leaks. No-one ever thought it would happen to them.

Later, the firefighters told Hiccup that they hadn't known he was in the house until Toothless had come charging at them, and lead them straight to where Hiccup was lain, unconscious and badly injured.

"_Even a minute later, and it would have been too late for you. That cat's tail caught fire, but he didn't stop even for a second. That's one fine friend you've got there kid."_

Stoic, who had never liked Toothless, had come to love the cat after that day. And with a tail, and leg amputated between them, Hiccup and Toothless had rarely strayed far from each-other since.

Hiccup measured out the distance he needed to extend the leg and started to do it. One note he'd have to give to Edwin was to make the adjusting mechanism a little more handy, so that he didn't have to take the whole thing apart to do it. Edwin insisted the reason it was so inaccessible was because Hiccup wasn't _supposed_ to take it adjust it on his own.

Rufus came back into the room just as Hiccup was making headway. "Ur…Is it meant to be in so many pieces?"

"Relax, I know how to put it back together again." Hiccup dismissed as Rufus crossed to the open-plan kitchen and opened the fridge. He had changed out of his smart suit into a pair of tracksuit bottoms, and was shirtless, water still glinting on his shoulders as it dripped from his black hair. Rufus cut quite an elegant figure as he was, but Stoic's description of him as a 'Half-starved ice-sculpture' wasn't entirely inaccurate. The guy either had monstrous metabolism or needed to eat way more…Not that Hiccup was much better, though he had put on a little more muscle in the last few years.

"I figured, as it's your first day here, we could go out tonight…Celebrate a little."

"Sure," Hiccup said, still working on his leg. "That sounds great."

"There's a pretty nice Italian down the way…Oh, and a new Chinese has just opened up. We could check it out? Bring back some fish for Toothless."

The cat yowled at his exclusion. "Sorry bud," Hiccup scratched his ear, "They probably wouldn't let you in…"

"Though they might try to cook you." Rufus jibed and the cat hissed, his hair rising. Hiccup was sometimes 100% sure Toothless understood everything they said.

"Don't say that." He berated.

"We can order in, if you prefer…I think saw a copy of the yellow pages left outside the door, but I didn't bring it in." Rufus crossed to the front-door and pulled it open. Just as he did, Toothless sprang from Hiccup's arms and bolted toward the entrance. Hiccup cried out in warning, but the cat was too fast, and before Rufus had a chance to close the door, Toothless had taken off down the corridor toward the stairs.

"Toothless!" Hiccup shouted, and his brother immediately made after the cat, half-naked as he was.

"Toothless! No! Stop!" Rufus's voice echoed down and Hiccup looked helplessly at his half assembled leg.

"Dammit!" he cursed, and jumping, he hopped up and down as he tried to get the prosthetic back on whilst in pursuit of his wayward cat.

* * *

><p>As they came out of the apartment, the first thing they heard was someone shouting like a lunatic. "Toothless! Toothless, god dammit!"<p>

Jack exchanged a look with his father. "That's what you get for not brushing your teeth properly." Jack had stated, grinning his pearly whites as Zachary had snorted.

The next thing they knew however, was that something large and black was bolting between their legs, and a second later a half-naked man came hounding around the corner and collided straight into Zachary, sending them both crashing to the floor.

Jack could only look on, half-dazed as, what he could only assume was a baby panther, came padding back toward the two felled men, purring loudly, it's vibrant green eyes slitted with a strange satisfaction.

"Ur…" Zachary said, from where he was sprawled on the floor, the new-comer straddling him.

"Ur…" The new-comer echoed with panic, just as from around the corner a young boy appeared, hoping up and down, with a prosthetic leg hanging from one arm.

For Jack, it was simply too much.

"Jack, don't laugh. It's rude." Zachary tried to say, though his voice too was breaking with amusement as the half-naked man ontop of him finally scrabbled off.

"Escaped zoo animal…" Jack cackled into the wall, where he was trying to keep himself upright, "naked…man…then…leg…hoping…I can't. I'm sorry. I can't."

"I am so sorry!" The half-naked one was saying, "The cat…The cat just bolted. I didn't know…Are you ok? I'm sorry, I didn't see you!"

"I'm perfectly fine." Zachary got to his feet, brushing himself down. The front of his shirt was spattered with water from the naked man's hair. "I presume this…Puma is yours?" he glanced down to where the cat, apparently called 'Toothless' had wormed it's way between his legs, still purring loudly.

"I am so sorry." The boy was still leant against the wall, trying to reattach his prosthetic leg whilst standing. Jack observed him, and recognition dawned through him.

"Wait, I know you." He pointed at the boy, "You go to my school…What is it…Harry…no – Harold, right?"

The boy winced, "Ur…Most people call me Hiccup." He corrected, "You're Jack right? The new kid."

"Yeah." Jack grinned. He'd spotted the boy – Hiccup – a few times during his first day. They hadn't had the chance to speak, but Jack liked the look of him. "I didn't know anyone from the school lived here."

"Oh, I don't." Hiccup looked across to the half-naked man who had sheepishly grabbed the cat and was holding him firmly. "I'm staying with my brother for a little while. Rufus, this is Jack. He's new at the school."

"A pleasure to meet you. Sorry about…ur…this." Rufus said, looking ashen.

"Which floor are you on?" Jack asked. The apartments were mostly taken up by rich power-couples, and there were very few people his age to speak of. To have found someone who also went to his school was a refreshing surprise.

"The one above." Rufus muttered.

"I thought that was closed off." Jack frowned, glancing at his father only to find that Zachary was watching Rufus very intently, something close to satisfaction on his face, as if he'd realised something.

"It is," Hiccup confirmed, "Except Rufus is the architect, so…"

"_You're _the architect?" Jack snorted, staring at Rufus, both impressed and incredulous. On closer inspection, Jack realised that had seen Rufus's picture down in the lobby in the building's promotional pamphlets.

"I'm…usually clothed." Rufus coughed, glancing nervously at Zachary. "You must be…Jack's brother?"

"Father." Zachary corrected, "And believe it or not, Mr Merle, but you and I have actually met before."

Rufus blinked, water dribbling from his fringe into his eyes. He narrowed them and then widened them sharply. "Oh fuck me!" he gasped, "Arlen Zachary. You gave that talk at Exeter University, Cornwall, about protesting rights!"

"And you came in with the LGBT representatives."

"That's right! I was working under designer for the new halls of residence, and had been pulled into the society, even though I wasn't a student…" Rufus trailed off, "And we invited you out for drinks afterwards, but you had to leave early…Said your wife was expecting you."

Even as Rufus said it, Jack felt something cold run through him and he snapped his eyes up to his father to see Zachary's reaction. Zachary remained calm, though his jaw clenched a little. Rufus was very quick on the uptake, his eyes darted down to the ringless left-hand ring-finger, and then back up to Zachary's neutral expression.

"So you're Jack." Rufus immediately turned on the boy, "He actually mentioned you in his speech."

"Did he?" Jack looked accusingly at his father who whistled.

"Yes, said that even a delinquent like his son deserved the right to have his voice heard, though you didn't seem to have much trouble with doing that already." Rufus recalled, and Jack allowed the quick move of the conversation.

"Well, he wasn't wrong!" Jack grinned, unoffended and Zachary tussled his hair. In the corner where he was still struggling with his prosthetic, Hiccup was swearing quietly under his breath.

"It's no use," he informed Rufus, throwing the leg over his shoulder with a huff, "I need to get back up to my tools."

"Here, let me help." Jack immediately crossed to his side, offering his arm as support. Hiccup blinked, startled. "It's the least I can do, after laughing at you."

"T-…Thanks?" Jack accepted, and gingerly put his arm around Jack's shoulder, leaning into him.

"You good?" Jack asked, and when Hiccup nodded, began slowly down the corridor.

"Jack, take the lift, rather than the stairs." Zachary called after him, and Jack altered his direction a little, heading toward the lift instead. Hiccup hopped slowly, managing to mostly keep his balance. Rufus took the prosthetic from him, allowing Hiccup to use his other arm for support against the wall. In Rufus arms, the cat named Toothless continued to purr loudly.

"We are definitely not bringing you fish back from the Chinese now!" Hiccup hissed at the cat who blinked it's eyes shut, docile and sweet-tempered.

"Were you heading to the Chinese?" Jack asked, as they got into the lift, his father and Rufus following slowly.

"Yeah…We thought we'd check it out." Hiccup said slowly.

"Us too!" Jack said enthusiastically, "You know, I didn't realise that you had…Well, about your leg. In school, that is."

From behind him, Zachary gave Jack a sharp proud, reminding him of his manners. Despite this, Hiccup didn't look self-conscious at all, and for some reason that really gladdened Jack.

"Most people don't notice straight away." Hiccup looked down at his missing leg, "I lost it a few years ago, but the new prosthetic is really good, so I can do pretty much everything normally. It's not really a problem for me. I guess most people are too afraid to ask about it…" Hiccup peered up at Jack, "But I guess you know about that." He nodded at Jack's bright white hair and blue eyes.

"Oh, no people definitely don't pull the punches when it comes to albinism." Jack grinned, "I get asked all kinds of questions."

"Yeah?" Hiccup cracked a small smile.

"Oh yeah. Like…Can I tan? No. Ur…Can I swim? – Honestly, that's a question I got asked once, in reference to being an albino. Yes, I can swim. Ur, what else? Am I blind? Do I have magical powers? Ur…Can I feel the cold? Am I inbred? Am I sterile? Do I have special night-vision?" Jack listed and Hiccup laughed.

"Well, don't leave me in suspense, do you?"

"Have night-vision? Definitely. I fight crime as well, and have ice powers. They call me…Jack _Frost_." Jack said straight-faced and Hiccup laughed. The lift jolted, and Hiccup's weight momentarily increased against Jack's arm.

As they piled out of the lift, Jack found himself smiling. All his joking aside, there had been a small amount of trepidation about moving into this new place. Now, for the first time, Jack actually felt like maybe he would have something to look forward too. He tended to be a good judge of character, and Hiccup was definitely someone Jack wouldn't mind hanging around with.

"Come in, please." Rufus invited them all into the apartment, only dropping the cat when the door was firmly closed. Toothless ran straight across the room and leapt up onto a baby-grand piano which was boasted in the corner. "Toothless, I swear I will skin you and cook you myself!"

The cat narrowed its eyes in challenge, but didn't move. Jack helped Hiccup down onto the sofa, and Rufus momentarily disappeared, returning a minute later with a shirt on. Hiccup took his prosthetic, and immediately began to work on it, several of the parts laid out on the table in-front.

"That looks complicated."

"Ah, when you know it, it's not so bad." Hiccup worked with deft fingers, and Jack darted his eyes across, watching eagerly. He perched, like a gargoyle on the arm-rest of the sofa, balancing there.

"Beer?" Rufus offered Zachary, and Jack saw his father give a shallow nod, excepting the bottle. They exchanged polite small talk, but Jack noted that Zachary was leaning against the Kitchen isle, relaxed and at ease. This was rare onto itself around other people, especially men, but perhaps it was because Zachary vaguely knew Rufus from before?

"There." Hiccup said with satisfaction, and holding up the completed prosthetic, he pulled it on, attaching it with satisfaction. "Done. Thanks for the help." He beamed up at Jack.

_Oh no._ Jack thought as he took it the slightly lop-sided smile, catching sight of the small scar just below Hiccup's bottom lip. _Oh no, he's adorable._

"Do you guys still plan on going out for dinner?" he blurted loudly, and from the corner of his eye he saw his father smile.

"Ur…Yeah?" Hiccup glanced over to Rufus for confirmation.

"Do you want to come with us?" Jack invited bluntly.

"Ur…" Hiccup blinked rapidly, "Ur…" he glanced at Rufus, who glanced at Zachary, who shrugged. "Ur…" Hiccup repeated, "Sure?"

"Great." Jack said, jumping off the sofa. "Let's go."

"Ur…" Hiccup agreed, unhelpfully. His cheeks were still tinged a little with pink. Jack very much hoped the same could not be said of his, because it would certainly stand out against his paler.

"Apologies for my son's bossiness," Zachary said diplomatically, "We would be very happy for you to join us this evening for dinner. Infact, and after seeing you practically naked, I almost feel obliged." He added to Rufus who turned away and pressed his face into the fridge with humiliation. Zachary grinned, a sudden spitting image of Jack.

"Hiccup," Rufus ordered softly, from where his face was still pressed into the fridge. "Get your coat, apparently we're going for dinner. And _you_," he pointed at Toothless, still lounged on the piano. "Stop looking so damn pleased with yourself."

Toothless yowled, and turned his luminescent green eyes on Jack. He looked him steadily into the face, and Jack got the strangest impression that the cat knew exactly what he had just done.

**North&West**

**And that's it for the first chapter. How do we feel? Do we like? Not like? All feedback is greatly appreciated, because I'm always terrified when writing in new fandoms!**

**Thanks for reading!**


	2. Chapter 2

**Hi everyone! So the first chapter seems to have gotten a good reception! Thank you everyone who left a comment; it's really good to hear from you, and I really appreciate the support.**

**Anyway, hope you all enjoy this next chapter!**

* * *

><p><em>Jack found himself, as he so often did, out on the lake. The water rippled lightly, tinkling with a promised mystery as the branches of the surrounding trees, creaked and echoed, like long forgotten whispers. <em>

_It was beautiful, the moon hanging so low above him, no lights from any turbulent civilisation for miles. Just him and his mother, on the lake. It was almost eerie it was so perfect. There was a frostiness to the air, but he was wrapped up warm to her breast, his back against her, her arms around him. She was humming something; he didn't know the name, but the tune was familiar. He hummed along. She stopped, almost abruptly._

"_My sweet boy. I'm going to take you home." _

_Not yet – he wanted to say – let's stay out here a little longer. Dad won't mind, he's always busy anyway._

_But he felt already that something's changed. The boat rocked, disturbed, and the arms were no longer soft around him. And the next thing Jack knew, he was in the water. _

_And it was freezing. And he couldn't breathe. _

_His clothes immediately weighed him down, the water rushing over his head. Her arms were still around him, so loving, and he wanted to hold her and submit to her wish, but his lungs were screaming and he was drowning. The surface rippled above him; he could still see the moon, but it was too far. He reached for it, thrashing, his lungs ready to burst-_

"Jack."

Jack blinked rapidly. He was prostrated in the bed, reaching for the ceiling, his sheets in a tangle around his legs. His father was holding him steady, one arm around his back, the other hand cold against his face.

"Jack, it's alright. You were just dreaming." Zachary murmured in a soft mantra, over and over, "Come back to me, now. It's alright. It's ok."

Jack blinked, the full flood of consciousness falling over him. As the dream ebbed away, he began to tremble, his skin wet with a fine sheen of sweat. He inhaled sharply, and his father rubbed his hand soothing up and down his back.

"There, that's it. That's it. Nice and deep. You're ok, Jack. I've got you." Zachary kept his voice low and even as Jack gasped for air. They stayed like this until Jack was completely rid of the suffocated feeling, and then he buried his face into his father's shoulder. Only then did Zachary know it was safe to envelope his son in a hug, and he did so, holding him tightly and rocking him.

"I'm sorry…" Jack managed his say, his voice tight and cracked. "I didn't mean to wake you."

"You didn't." Zachary assured, "I just heard some commotion…wanted to check on you."

Jack could feel his father's voice vibrating through his body, and it was comforting and familiar.

"It's been a while since you've had a nightmare like this." Zachary noted, "…Same one?"

Jack nodded dumbly.

"Ok." Zachary didn't relieve his hold, and Jack was glad. He felt sick and hollowed out.

It was stupid, he was sixteen; he was too old to need comforting after a nightmare, but Jack felt sure that if he tried to lie back down now and go back to sleep, he would find himself back at the lake instead…And the pain, it always felt so incredibly real.

"Jack," He could hear his father's smile. It was something about the turn of the voice, as if the tug of his lips pulled the voice up. Jack liked the way his name sounded when his father did that. "We had a good type tonight, didn't we?"

Jack pulled away. "Yeah…" he agreed, a little breathless. Their dinner with Hiccup and Rufus had turned out to be a little longer than planned, because once they had reached the restaurant and started talking, it had really had been hard to stop. They waiter had actually had to come over twice, because they'd been too busy chatting to actually choose what to eat.

They had conversed like the oldest friends, falling so easily into conversation that it had almost felt predetermined. There had been laughter, a lot of it, and for the first time Jack hadn't had to do anything spectacularly stupid to entice it. His audience was easy, and Hiccup, a little shy at first, had proven to have a scathing wit that Jack couldn't help but adore.

"I get the impression that maybe you have a little crush this Hiccup boy." Zachary said knowingly, and Jack found the energy to scowl.

"Dad, I'm not a child anymore."

"Oh, can only children have_ chrushes on_ people?" Zachary finally released him, letting Jack drop back against the pillow. His lips were upturned on one-side, and his eyebrows were raised. "I see. I am not down with the…ur 'Lingo' you crazy kids use any more."

"Shut up." Jack fought back his own smile. "He's cool, that's all."

"That's all?" Zachary's eyebrows went even higher, "Alright." He raised his hands in defeat, standing up and turning away. "But ur…If this old man's words are worth two-pennies, I think that Hiccup – ur…Thinks your _cool_ too."

Jack felt his face brighten, and realised that he was grinning from ear to ear. Zachary chuckled at his son's obvious delight. "You think?"

"Most definitely." Zachary's expression softened. He came back and sat on the edge of the bed. "I'm happy we bumped into them today. It'll be good for you to have friend nearby."

"It makes this apartment feel…More real."

"Real_er_." Zachary corrected, and then hummed, "Yes…It does…"

"You too. You seem to get on with Hiccup's brother." Jack noted.

"Rufus? Yes…He was an interesting man, when I met him those years ago…I remember I marked him out. Wanted to maybe get in contact again, but…Well, I never got the chance. When I heard that the building was designed by someone of the same name, I suspected it might be him, but I couldn't be sure until we bumped into each other. He didn't have that…ur…face-fuzz back then." Zachary gestured around his mouth and chin, to where Rufus had a stubble.

"Do you like him? Like, _like _him?" Jack asked, and Zachary raised his eyebrows.

"Now what would give you that impression?"

"Cus you were flirting."

"Me? _I _was flirting?" Zachary scoffed, "Jack, I am not sure you _hear_ everything that comes out of your own mouth, but I don't think you coould have laid it on any more thick tonight, if you tried. If Hiccup isn't one-hundred percent certain of your intentions by now, than the rest of the Chinese restaurant are. Maybe the entire street."

"Shut up." Jack stuck his nose in the air, and then grinned. "Besides, who says you have to be coy? Why bother playing hard to get…If you like someone, you should let them now."

"Ah, you are such a breath of fresh air." Zachary took him by the head, kissed him on the forehead and stood. "Right, back to bed with you. Are you going by North's tomorrow after school?"

"Yeah, we got some serious work to do for the opening." Jack lay back down, his heart-rate back to normal. The dregs of the dream had seeped away at the mention of Hiccup, and Jack felt considerably better.

"Alright, call me when you're out of school. I'll be out early tomorrow, probably before you wake. I love you, Kid."

"I love you too." Jack smiled, and settled back for sleep.

* * *

><p>Hiccup woke to the smothering weight of Toothless lying on his face. He removed the cat and held him at arms-length. Toothless stared down passively, eyes unblinking.<p>

"I sometimes think you're an evil master-mind." Hiccup accused the cat, who wriggled free, and then curled up on Hiccup's chest, purring loudly. Hiccup scratched his ears. "When you bolted yesterday…did you do that on purpose?"

Toothless lifted his head and gave Hiccup a pointed look, his eyes half-lidded. Hiccup snorted, dropping his head back against the pillow.

"I think I'm going to like it here…" He mumbled, just as from outside, he heard a knock on the door.

"Hiccup, I'm going to have to go to work!" Rufus sounded rushed, like he was dressing even as he walked passed the door. "There's breakfast for you in the fridge. You ok to walk to school?"

"Yeah!" Hiccup shouted back, Toothless's ear twitching at the volume.

"Ok! I'll see you later then!"

"Have a good day!" Hiccup shouted, and he heard the front-door go. Hiccup lay there a moment longer, and then glanced at the clock. He really ought to get moving himself.

Depositing Toothless on the pillow beside him, he got up and headed into the ensuite for a quick shower. Clean, and feeling a little more awake, he dressed quickly, putting on his prosthetic leg and headed out into the living room.

True to his word, Rufus had left pancakes for Hiccup in the fridge, and had even set out Toothless's food. Cat and Human ate together in silence, and then Hiccup gathered his belongings.

"I'll be back later Bud. You going to be ok on your own?" Hiccup asked the Cat who again, gave him that 'what the hell do you think' stair, with half-lidded eyes. "Ok then." He petted the Cat affectionately, and left the flat.

Coming down in the lift, he was surprised when it stopped on the floor below him, and the doors parted to reveal Jack.

"Jack?" Hiccup greeted, and the white-haired boy blinked, startled, and then grinned fiercely, stepping into the lift.

"Hiccup! You walking to school?"

"Well I'm not hopping," Hiccup lifted his prosthetic leg to show it was attached, and Jack rolled his eyes, pressing the button for the lobby.

"Mind if I join you?"

"S-sure."

Jack hummed, and then glanced into the corners of the lift, as if searching for something. "No Toothless today?"

"I don't usually bring him to school with me…"

Jack paused, and then laughed. "Yeah, I guess you wouldn't. It's just…I kind of imaged him padding after you. Like a Guide Cat, I guess."

"Actually, he _did_ follow me into school once, my first day back after…" Hiccup gestured down at his leg, "The headmaster locked him up in his office, but Toothless kept getting out. In the end, they agreed to let him stay with me, but only for the day…I think he just wanted me to feel less alone."

"That's pretty awesome."

"Yeah, I…I owe him a lot." Hiccup murmured looking away.

The walked out of the lobby, and set off toward the school together. It was actually closer to Rufus's apartment than it had been to Hiccup's house, which meant for the first time he wouldn't have to wait for the bus. As unassuming as Hiccup was, he always ended up standing, crushed at the back, so being within walking distance of his destination was actually a refreshing change.

It was a gloriously sunny day already, and Hiccup tipped his head back, letting the heat soak into his skin. Toothless would be basking beside the window, Hiccup imagined. He released a moment later that Jack was no long beside him, but had crossed over to the side of the street, to walk in the shadow. He quickly joined him.

"You can stay out in the sun, if you like. I don't mind." Jack said.

Hiccup shook his head. He preferred the company over a few minutes in the sun. "It must be hard for you, in this weather."

"Ah, I get by. Someone once suggested I walk around with a parasol, but…" Jack sneered, "It's ok, as long as I don't spend too long out. Hey, England isn't exactly known for its stellar weather, is it?"

They walked in companionable silence together, Hiccup shooting Jack sly glances from the corner of his eye. He'd spent most of the previous evening stuttering and looking like a fool, so he was glad that Jack still wanted to keep his company.

Unless…Well, Jack hadn't exactly had much choice but to walk with him to school. They'd met in the lift. And maybe his suggestion for Hiccup to stay in the sun had been a subtle hint for him to go away? Hiccup's mind flared into over-drive.

_Why do you always do this to yourself!?_ He thought angrily, _Assume the worst! Doubt people! Over-Analyse. This is why nobody wants to date you, Hiccup!_

_It's fine_, The other part of his brain went, _There's an easy way of resolving this. Give him the choice; absolve yourself of all responisbilty, and make him decide. Easy._

_What if he only says yes to be polite?_ The first part of his brain argued.

_He openly laughed at you last night. He isn't polite_. The second part said firmly and Hiccup swallowed.

"Ur…So, ur…" He began, smoothly, "What are you doing after school? Do you want to…maybe, I don't know…Walk home together?"

Jack, who seemed a million miles away blinked, "Oh. Sorry, can't; I've got a detention."

"Oh. Because of the boomerang thing?"

"Yeah. Because of the boomerang thing." Jack said, his voice heavy with pride.

"Oh. Ur…Well, I could wait for you, if you wanted? I was thinking of doing my homework in the library…"

"No thanks. I've got a place I need to go afterwards, so I won't be going home." Jack shook his head, and Hiccup's chest fell.

Maybe he had blown in last night? Hiccup cursed himself: why was he always so tongue-tied with new people? Either he was babbling like an idiot, or reverted to stand-offish sarcasm as form of defense…Neither, he had been told, were particularly endearing.

Jack noticed Hiccup's down-cast expression and raised his hands urgently, as if suddenly realising the tone of his own voice.

"Sorry!" he said brightly, "I'm not trying to blow you off! I just…I have this thing…A place I go…It's…It's a little embarrassing. Maybe I'll tell you about it sometime…but…Hey, I'm free at lunch?" Jack suggested, "We could meet up then? And it's cool to have someone to walk into school with. Maybe we could make it a thing?"

Hiccup looked up, his heart soaring. Oh God, this was even worse. Jack was giving him an invitation; Hiccup didn't _get_ invitations. He was the scrawny kid who asked too many questions and couldn't work a pick-up line if his life depended on it. The last crush he had had was on Astrid, the Hockey Captain in his class, with her graceful blonde hair and her eyes full of battle-rage…Rufus had teased Hiccup relentlessly about it.

"_Just talk to her, Hiccup. She's not going to eat you_."

Except, with Astrid that always been a very real possibility. In the end, the crush had come to nothing, with Astrid becoming an exceptional friend instead. When Hiccup had been struggling a little to get back into life in school with his prosthetic, Astrid had made special pains to include him and gone out of her way to make him feel supported, without being condescending.

In the end, she had had to move away to Norway when Hiccup was fifteen, but the pair still spoke regularly. Hiccup missed her a great deal, but he knew she was enjoying her new life.

He would have to message her tonight, ask her advice about Jack. She'd probably tell him in blunt, and no un-certain terms to get his shit together and pursue Jack like a hound of hell.

"_No Puppy dog eyes, Hiccup!"_ He could almost hear her saying, _"No distant pining, and self-enforced waiting period. Just get on with it – stutter to your hearts content, but get the hell on with it." _

"I'd…I'd really like that." Hiccup forced out, and Jack grinned. God, that _grin_. Hiccup couldn't _deal _with that grin. He smiled stupidly, his own mouth lopsided. They stared at each other, and turned quickly away.

"I never asked…" Jack said, after a while, their shoulders lightly touching as they moved in together to let people coming the other way pass them on the pavement. "But what's with the nickname 'Hiccup'?"

"Oh…My Dad came up with it." Hiccup shrugged, "I was named Harold after my grandfather, but he was…This really big guy, and…Well, it never really suited me. I was always small, as a kid. Kind of unassuming. My mother said I would sometimes just _appear_ unexpectedly in a room. Everything would be really silent, and then suddenly I would just _be_ there. My Dad said I was like hiccup. Always unexpected, little bit of a mistake, kind of pain…He meant it as a joke, I think…" Hiccup smiled, "But I actually kind of liked it. It…fitted."

"It does." Jack granted. "You're kind of weird, you know that, right?"

"Oh. Ur. Yeah."

"That's a _good_ thing." Jack knocked his arm, "Weird people make a difference in the world. I've never known anyone remarkable who wasn't a little weird."

"You think…You think I'm remarkable?" Hiccup fought back the smile, trying to stem the satisfaction that rose up through him. Jack face twisted with mischief as they entered the school gates.

"I guess time will tell." He replied, and befor Hiccup had time to argue or question, Jack had danced ahead, the morning bell sounding above them. Hiccup grimaced and broke into a run after the boy, the pair splitting to their own separate class-rooms.

_Lunch_. Hiccup though, _I'll see him at lunch_.

He caught sight of Jack skidding down the corridor behind him, and lingering in the doorway only to send Hiccup another bright-toothed smile.

_Lunch_. Hiccup repeated to himself. _You can last until then, Hiccup. Right? _

* * *

><p>He had spent the majority of the morning on the roof, trying to negotiate the size of the solar-tower, the blue-prints of which had been approved eighteen months ago, and were only now being questioned. The worst part of Rufus's job was the Bureaucrats.<p>

"_A solar panel structure of that size will ruin the aesthetic. You need to reduce it size."_

"_The new measurements you are proposing won't be sufficient for the panel to generate the anticipated amount of power."_

"_Well, can you find a way to make it generate the same power, without making it any larger?"_

"_I don't think you understand how solar panels work."_

Rufus ran his hands up through his hair, tugging angrily at his fringe. If they had just stuck with the blue-prints, this wouldn't have been an issue. The entire top floor was supposed to be space for the solar tower, but instead, last minute, they had proposed squeezing in another apartment. The process of which would require massive changes to the solar tower, so that it didn't 'obstruct the view'.

"_These changes are impossible. The floor was left clear on purpose. Even with the changes to the light-tower, the extra floor would still be required for the converter."_

"_Can't you just put those on the top, with everything else?"_

Rufus hadn't even justified that with a retort, conscious that he was close to telling the damned spokesmen to shove his proposals up his arse. He only had so much patience when it came to diplomacy with idiots.

After an hour long discussion, with had turned into a splitting headache, Rufus had finally been free to descend back into his apartment for a short repose. The good thing about working in the building he lived in, was he could use his own flat as an office space.

As he worked, Toothless came and curled him on his lap, and Rufus absent-mindedly stroked the cat's head, typing one-handed.

Partway through his fortieth email, Rufus realised he could smell smoke. He stopped and sniffed the air cautiously, looking around. It was cigarette smoke, rather than fire and Rufus searched the office, trying to figure out which direction it was coming from.

He traced it to the south-facing window, and opening it onto the balcony, he stepped out and looked down.

Below him, and to the left, Arlen Zachary was sat on his own balcony, leant over the edge, a cigarette between his fingers. Rufus breath caught. Zachary was wearing a dark, steel coloured suit, but he had removed his jacket, shirt sleeves rolled up, and collar un-done. The shirt was nicely tailored, as were the trousers, fitting well against his body. Rufus bit his lip, leant over and shouted.

"You know it's forbidden to smoke in these apartments!"

Zachary jumped slightly, and twisted around, spotting him above. He blinked at Rufus, narrowed his eyes against the glare of the sun, and then smiles, smoke coming out between his teeth.

"I'm not technically _inside_." He replied.

"Well, I can smell you up here!" Rufus smiled back and Zachary held up his hands, took one final puff and stubbed out the cigarette.

"I'm sorry." He kept his smile, "What are you doing in?"

"I _work_ here." Rufus replied, "What are _you_ doing in?"

"Ah, client cancelled on me." Zachary waved his hand, "Cleared up the whole afternoon. Thought I'd come home and do the food-shopping, before Jack calls social services on me."

Rufus's eyes followed the line of Zachary's strong jaw, and he drummed his fingers. "Want to come up for a drink?"

Zachary raised his eyebrow, and seemed to ponder. "Why not? Thank you."

Rufus smiled and went in from the balcony. He left his office, Toothless padding after him like some sort of all-knowing RPG companion. Was it just Rufus, or did the cat have that same air as the night before, looking thoroughly pleased with himself?

"You some sort of match-maker, Toothless?" Rufus demanded, as he switched on the kettle. The Cat tilted his head to the side, licking his lips. Rufus scratched his ears, and then headed for the door as the doorbell went.

He let Zachary in, leading him in toward the open kitchen. Zachary followed, stopping to give Toothless an affectionate pat as the cat came running at him, throwing itself head-first against his legs.

"Tea, or Coffee?" Rufus asked. "Or…Something stronger?"

"Coffee, if you're serving. And no alcohol yet; one vice at a time."

Rufus turned to the coffee machine and set it to work as he poured himself a cup of tea. "You know, you really shouldn't smoke. To be honest, I don't even know how anyone can support that kind of habit now-adays anyway…It's banned everywhere."

"Ah, it's not a habit – thank you." Zachary added as Rufus passed him his cup of coffee. He offered him milk and sugar, but Zachary shook his head. "And if I recall, you were one of the group sharing a spliff the night we met, in Cornwall."

Rufus ducked his head, "It was university, everyone smokes marijuana at least once."

"Except you weren't actually _a student _at the University."

"You had a puff too!"

"I did." Zachary grinned, leaning on the kitchen isle. He seemed thoughtful. "I'm not a regular smoker…But occasionally…The mood sort of takes me. I think it's been six months since I had my last one. It wasn't as satisfactory as I remembered it."

"It makes you stink."

"That's awfully blunt to someone you've just met." Zachary eyed him, smirking. Rufus shrugged, taking a long drink of his tea.

"Well, technically we met years ago, and…well, you've already basically seen me naked, so…"

"This is true." Zachary granted, and both hid their smiles in their drinks. "I am glad you could join us for dinner yesterday."

"It was very kind of you to invites us."

"That was Jack."

"Ah, yes," Rufus's smiled elongated, and Toothless jumped up onto the kitchen isle, demanding attention. Rufus watched the cat curl up around Zachary, purring loudly as the man dutifully petted him. "So…Your son…"

"And your brother." Zachary confirmed.

"Jack doesn't…Ur…Do things in half-measures, does he?"

"It's not his way." Zachary agreed, "I hope he hasn't frightened Hiccup away."

"To the contrary," Rufus leant forward, wiggling his fingers to attract Toothless over. The cat padded across, head-butting his chest. "Hiccup is a little bit…dazzled, I think."

"Jack has never been a subtle sort," Zachary thought aloud, "To him, you're either all in, not at all. It means sometimes he doesn't invest himself in things he really ought too, but when he does…Well, he has proven to be quite a force to be reckoned with."

"I can imagine that." Rufus watched Zachary. His face changed when he spoke about his son. There was something very soft about the angle of the mouth, and the sudden distance of the eyes. Zachary was proud of his son, but above that…There was such an overwhelming sense of love, which Rufus couldn't help but appreciate. It was a very handsome quality.

"You must have been quite young when he was born?" Rufus noted, and Zachary grimaced a little.

"I had just turned sixteen."

"Jesus…"

"Yeah." Zachary laughed, but there was something dark in his expression. Again, Rufus noted the lack of wedding band, though Zachary had worn one the day they met.

"Look, I don't want to pry…" Rufus fingered his collar.

"Divorced." Zachary anticipated the question. "She was a bit of a lunatic."

"I'm sorry."

"I got custody of Jack." He shrugged, "To be honest, I don't have anything to complain about."

"You two seem close."

"He is my entire world." Zachary said seriously, and Rufus felt his heart skip a beat, though he couldn't rightly name why. "What about you?" Zachary changed the topic, "You're housing Hiccup, but is there anyone else who shares the apartment? Toothless aside."

"Ah, no one like that…" Rufus shook his head.

"Really? Hm, I'm surprised."

"Why?"

"I'm not sure," Zachary shrugged, "You just strike me as the…_social_ sort, in that sense."

"Look, running into you half-naked isn't a usual thing for me. I'm not some sort o man-whore." Rufus felt the tops of his cheeks burn, and Zachary's smile widened.

"I just meant, I can't imagine why you'd be single; Good looking, nice apartment, sense of humour…"

"You make me sound like something in a catalogue."

"And here I thought I was complimenting you."

"Work takes up a lot of my time." Rufus mumbled, suddenly a little bit uncomfortable. Zachary had a point, Rufus enjoyed his individuality, and cherished having his own space, but he had always been happiest in love. The problem was, when he fell, it was always deeply and took over all of him. There had been a few people with whom he had thought to spend the rest of his life, but one by one, they had disappeared and his heart hadn't quite recovered.

"I'm sorry." Zachary said, and Rufus looked up.

"What for?"

"I've brought up something painful."

"Oh. No, it's fine." Rufus shook his head, running a hand up through his hair. He tugged his fringe, and Zachary frowned at this behaviour. "It's great having Hiccup around though…Brings the apartment a little more to life. And Toothless." Rufus added as the cat gave a reproachful yowl and this exclusion.

"He seems a good kid, your brother."

"Oh, he is." Rufus refound his smile, "We're half-brothers and were raised separately, so I only really got to know him about six years ago…But he's just…I just really love him. He's smart, and caring, and…majorly crushing on your son."

"Ah," Zachary held up his hand, "I have been reliably informed that 'Crushes' are for children."

"Oh, is that right?" Rufus's mouth twitched, "Well, whatever it is, I have a feeling that we'll all be seeing a lot more of each other."

"You're the one who invited me here for a drink." Zachary reminded, and Rufus finished his tea and straightened quickly, crossing over to the sink. As he did, he had a moment of head-rush, and he stopped short, blinding rapidly. Zachary also straightened. "You ok?"

Rufus breathed in deeply, allowing the dizziness to fade. "Yeah, sorry; head-rush."

"Have you eaten enough to today?" Zachary asked sternly, and Rufus blinked, and then cracked a grin.

"Did you just go into 'Dad' mode on me?" He asked, taking Zachary's empty cup and putting it into the sink along with his own. Before Zachary was given a chance to reply, his phone began to go off. He cussed and fished it out, and Rufus watched, taking in the transformation as Zachary put on his business face. All of a sudden, he looked every part the lawyer he was; stern, striking and smart.

_I would not want to get on his wrong side_. Rufus decided as Zachary began a quick exchange with whomever had called him. From the sound of it, Rufus wasn't the only one having trouble with clients.

"I don't care if he regularly jacks off the fucking prime-mister – you tell that bigot that name-dropping is going to get approximately no-rise out of me. Our client has a strong case, and is not going to be intimidated and bought off. Do you understand!? Good. Yes, I want you to convey that word for word. _Exactly word for word_. Alright. Fine. Yes, I'll head back in now. Ok. Bye." He hung-up and stared at his phone as if it were the one at fault.

"Sounds like you need to be off."

"Apparently." Zachary sighed, slipping his phone into his pocket. "I have a rather cheeky request."

"…Go on?" Rufus asked, cautiously.

"I might be back late. Jack should be in around 6. Can you just pop down and make sure he gets in? "

"Sure." Rufus agreed, "He's welcome to come and stay up here, until you get back."

"That's very kind. Thank you." Zachary's relaxed demeanour was gone, but he seemed genuinely grateful. "And thanks for the coffee."

"No problem."

Neither of them moved. There was an odd energy in the room, and it wasn't foreign to either of them. Rufus took the leap.

"Look, I'm just going to say it…I'm attracted to you. I was on the first day we met, and I still am. And I don't know if maybe you feel the same way, but-"

"I do." Zachary said bluntly, his voice finite. Rufus got the impression that Zachary didn't trust himself to say anything more.

"Ok." Rufus continued, "…So would you maybe like to do this again? Have a drink. Maybe somewhere else? A bar? One evening, without the boys?"

"You don't waste any time, do you?"

"I like you. You seem to like me. I don't think we need to make it any more complicated, do we? I'd like to get to know you."

Zachary's face was neutral, almost guarded. "I'd like that as well." He eventually said, "Thanks again for the coffee."

And with that, and Rufus's heart racing, he left the apartment.

* * *

><p>Bunnymund jumped them all with a surprise exam paper the period before lunch, and whilst they worked in silence, he marked their homework.<p>

Even between filling out his answers, Jack peered up at the man, weighing up his expression, and watching expectantly. When Bunnymund finally began marking Jack's paper, it was obvious.

Jack watched, thrilled as Bunnymund frowned deeply, his pen stopping in his hand. He narrowed his eyes, reading quickly and then looked straight up at Jack. Their eyes met, and Jack grinned. Bunnymund's eyes narrowed.

_He thinks I've cheated._ Jack though, with great delight, resisting the urge to punch the air. He returned to his exam paper.

In the corner of the room, one of the girls – Sophie – sniffed loudly. She'd been doing it since the start of the test, and every time Jack glanced at her, she had sunk lower in her seat, looking stressed and close to a panic attack. The girls around Sophie kept offering jrt sympathetic looks of concern, but no one said a word. Jack frowned, watching her.

The sniffing got louder, and then suddenly, with an enormous sob, Sophie stood abruptly. "I'm sorry." She managed to get out clumsily to Bunnymund, and then rushed from the classroom, in tears. Bunnymund sat, baffled for a moment, and then standing went to the door.

"Keep working." He ordered the class, and then pursued the weeping girl, his brow twisted in concern. Whispers immediately erupted through the class.

"Oh man, someone hasn't been studying hard enough."

"Shut up, Davy – it's nothing to do with the test! Haven't you heard? Her parents are getting a divorce! She's having a really hard time at home."

"A divorce? No way. My parents have known the Turners for ages…They're like the perfect couple."

"I heard the mother was sleeping with the dentist."

"_Seriously_?"

Jack frowned, and standing, he quietly left the room. The corridor outside was deserted, so it was easy to follow the small sounds of sobs and find Sophie. She was hunched in a ball under the stairs, Bunnymund sat beside her, trying to comfort.

As Jack approached, Bunnymund locked eyes with him in warning. "Jack, go back to class." He warned, but Jack ignored him. Deftly and with light feet he came up to Sophie and knelt in-front of her. She peered at him between her knees.

"Hey." Jack greeted softly.

"Jack, go back, now!" Bunnymund ordered, but Jack extended his hand to Sophie.

"Do you mind if I join you?"

Sophie was watching him through puffy, red-rimmed eyes. She shook her head, and he smiled and sat cross-legged infront of her. "Cool. So…I overheard your parents are getting a divorce. Is that's wrong?"

Sophie sniffed loudly, and made an unhappy sound in the back of her throat.

"Jack, I am not going to say it again!" Bunnymund rose, but Jack held up his hand, signalling for the teacher to hold back. To Jack's surprise, Bunnymund did, either because he couldn't believe he'd just been shushed by a pupil, or because something of Jack's quiet constitution made Bunnymund decide it was worth letting things play out. Jack continued to speak to Sophie, his voice soft and light.

"I'm sorry; that really sucks. Watching your family break up like that…It can feel so nonsensical."

Sophie lifted her head up from her knee, "W-we were r-r-really ha-happy." She gasped out, "I d-don't understand w-why t-they-they're d-doing this. It doesn't make sense!"

"I know, right? It's like being betrayed by the people you trust most, isn't it? The people you _need_ to trust."

"I-It is!" Sophie agreed. "Th-they're supposed to l-love each other! I-if they d-don't l-love each other, h-h-how can they l-l-love me?" She dissolved into a fresh bout of tears. Jack produced a tissue from his pocket and offered it to her.

"Hey, come on now; you know it doesn't work like that. Of course they still love you. And they probably still love each other too, but sometimes…Two people who love each-other, just can't function together anymore. Doesn't mean they love you any less; you're the best part of their union."

"B-but wh-why can't they stay together then? Why can't they give it another go?"

"Well, I don't know your family…But chances are, they've probably thought a lot about this, and it's the last option. It's sad, but sometimes the best thing _is_ to break apart, sometimes it's the only thing to do. I don't know, I wish I could tell you…All I can say is that you don't have to deal with it on your own; we're all behind you on this." He leant forward and brushed her hair out of her face, so that he could see her properly. She glanced up at him, rubbing her arms across her eyes, a little calmer. "There, I can see you now."

"Sorry, I'm super-ugly when I cry."

"Aw, come on. No one's ugly when they cry. They just look like they're crying." Jack grinned. Sophie looked apologetically around to Bunnymund, who was watching in silence.

"Sorry…I feel so stupid. I didn't mean to cause so much fuss."

"You're alright, Sophie." Bunnymund said softly, and Jack was surprised by the sensitive tone. His smile widened.

"You don't need to be embarrassed. It takes so much to face life when you're dealing with this kind of thing. You're made to feel like you need to maintain everything, even though your foundations are crumbling…But it's ok to cry. It's ok to complain, and be upset, and call this shitty situation out for what it is. So don't pretend you're ok, if you're not. It'll just make everything even more overwhelming, and you don't need that extra pressure."

"Thanks." Sophie wiped her nose, giving him a watery smile. "You're really nice, Jack."

"Me? Nah," Jack chuckled, standing back and offering a hand to pull her to her feet, "I'm just part of the advertising campaign for Kleenex." He pulled out the packet of tissues at his side, "Useful for every occasion." He said in a slogan voice, raising a thumbs-up. Sophie giggled.

"I'm…I'm going to go and wash my face. Then I'll return to class. Is that ok?" She asked Bunnymund who nodded. Sophie leant forward and took Jack's hand for a second.

"Thanks again…So many people keep telling me everything was going to be ok, and that I just to be brave but …I…I actually really needed someone to tell it was ok to be sad too."

"No problem." Jack squeezed her fingers, and stood back as she left, her posture a little straighter, a little more sure. Jack watched her, deep in thought, and then caught Bunnymund staring at him. He stared back,.

"You gunna give me another detention?" he drawled.

"Get back to class." Bunnymund snapped and Jack cackled, and set off back toward the classroom, almost skipping. "Jack." Bunnymund called, and he stopped and looked back, "…You did good."

Jack's grin widened, "Don't sound so surprised." He boasted, "I am capable of that, sometimes."

* * *

><p><strong>Thanks for reading! Next chapter should get down to a little more business. I really appreciate any feedback, so please leave a review and tell me what you think, and what you'd like to see next chapter!<strong>


	3. Chapter 3

**Hi guys! So I'm going away for a few days, and won't have internet, so I thought I'd post this before I left, so that you could have the update sooner, rather than later.**

**Thanks again to everyone who reviewed last time! Please keep your thoughts coming in; tell me what you liked, what you'd like to see, **_**who**_** you'd like to see…I am open to suggestions, as I have a basic idea of the plot, but there is room for extra little bits!**

**Thank you for your support, and I hope you enjoy.**

* * *

><p>Hiccup wasn't skipping, but he was damn near close to it. The school day had been the best of any he could remember. His morning classes, though he had feared he'd be distracted, had actually proven to be engaging. He had kept glancing at the clock, true, but the work had kept him occupied until the classes were over.<p>

During the first break, he'd spotted Jack through a classroom window, in morning detention. It seemed a little extreme to Hiccup to sentence a student to lose both break-time, and then an hour after school, but Jack had looked happy enough. He'd waved enthusiastically at Hiccup, who had gotten an evil look from the supervising teacher.

The two periods that came after break had been a little harder to get through, and had dragged on a little, but finally the bell had gone for lunch.

Aware that he hadn't actually planned on where to meet Jack, Hiccup had been delighted to find the boy waiting for him outside his classroom. They had walked to the lunch hall together, and didn't stop talking until the bell tolled an hour later, marking the beginning of the next lessons.

Hiccup had never known there were so many words in him, but with Jack it was easy. Half-way through the lunch-break, Hiccup had even forgotten to stutter. As for Jack, there seemed to be no end to his stories; he had a myriad of tales, mostly involving him doing something mischievous. In all of them, however, there was a common theme; there was never any malicious intention behind his pranks, and nobody ever got hurt. In-fact, Jack seemed to have a particular thing about bullies…

"_There was this teacher in my last school – Pitch , we called him. He used to enjoy making the younger kids cry – actually enjoy it! He was a living nightmare, so…One night, just before a school inspection, I snuck back in, broke into his office and I filled it 'My Little Pony' memorabilia."_

"_No. Way."_

"_Seriously. Everywhere. Changed his desk-top background. His online teacher profile. I even replaced the images on his teaching power-points for the next day. There is some pretty explicit fanart out there, Hiccup. I tell you…I suffered for this prank. Took a real hit for the team."_

"_Oh my God."_

"_Next day, it's all over the school, that the teacher who could have given Snape a run for his money, is a brony. He even used one of the tampered powerpoints during an inspection." _Jack had laughed, his eyes distant with memory_. "After that, nobody was scared of him…They just couldn't be. He'd lost all his power."_

"_Were you ever caught?"_

"_Not by the teachers, though they suspected my hand in it…None of them, except Pitch seemed particularly driven to investigate it any further, so it was free-sailing for me as far as I was concerned. My Dad though…Oh man, my Dad…He knew. Grounded for three months…Which actually led to another pretty interesting story…"_

And so it had gone on, and even when the bell had marked the end of lunch, and Hiccup had been forced to return to classes, he hadn't stopped smiling.

Now he was walking back to the apartment. The day had gotten even hotter, and he'd removed his blazer and tie, his bag swinging at his side as he walked, whistling to himself. He had less homework than he had anticipated, and so had finished it up within an hour, at the school library. Now he was headed back to the apartment to take Toothless for a walk. The cat would probably be losing his mind, cooped up alone all day.

He was just crossing the road, when his phone went. "Hallo?" he answered, and then held the phone away from his ear as his Uncle Gobber greeted him, a little too loudly for the sensitive microphone.

"Hiccup! Are you there?"

"Hello, yeah Gobber, I'm here…You don't need to shout. You're talking through a phone, not across a football pitch." He tentatively put the phone back to his ear.

"Oh. Right. Sorry." Gobber corrected his volume, "I was just calling to ask if you'd be round any time? I've got a few new tools coming in, and I thought you might like to come and see them."

Hiccup reached the apartment block, "What kind of tools?" he asked with interest.

"Oh, just this and that," Gobber said mysteriously, "I'm working on something new, and could use a little bit of a Hiccup flair in the design. What do you say?"

"Sure." Hiccup said, with enthusiasm. "Ur…I can come by now, if you like?"

"Ah, todays no good. What about the day after tomorrow?"

"Sure thing." Hiccup was curious, "You going to tell me what you're working on?"

"That," Gobber chuckled, "you're just going to have to wait and as see, won't you?"

"Alright..." Hiccup rolled his eyes, giving in. "I'll see you then."

"Oh, I also heard from your father. Wanted me to remind you that the anniversary is coming up."

For the first time since lunch, Hiccup's smile disappeared. A low, dull ache filled him and he grew still, stopping in the lobby of the apartment.

"Hiccup, you still there?"

"Yeah…Yeah, I'm here." Hiccup said softly. The anniversary had slipped his mind. How could he have let it slip his mind?

"Stoic is sorry he won't be with you. Asked if you and Rufus might take some flowers for him, to the grave? The usual ones, you know."

"Y-yeah…" Hiccup pinched his eyes closed. "Yeah, I'll do that…Though he could have probably called and asked me himself."

"He tried, Lad. Couldn't get through. You were probably in school."

"Right…"

Hiccup almost felt a little dizzy. Stoic was going to miss the anniversary of Valka's death. It just hadn't occurred to Hiccup that his father's absence was over the same time. They had always gone to her grave together…

No. Hiccup wasn't going to let this bother him. He shook his head rapidly, setting off from his spot toward the lifts. He was sixteen. He wasn't going to blame his father for not being there. Of one thing Hiccup could always be sure; as hard-headed and awkward as Stoic could be, he had loved Valka with all his heart and soul, and he loved Hiccup just as much. This wasn't something done lightly by Stoic, so Hiccup wasn't going to be resentful.

Gobber said his goodbye, and Hiccup reached the apartment, letting himself in. Almost as soon as he was through the door, Toothless had launched himself at Hiccup, tangling himself up into Hiccup's legs. Hiccup dropped his bag and books, and scooped the cat up into his arms, hugging him.

"Oh man, it is good to see you bud." He whispered into the cat's fur. Toothless made a soft sound, and head-butted Hiccup gently against the face. Hiccup leant his back against the door, and slid to the floor. He remained like this, sat, holding Toothless for a while, before eventually summoning up the courage to get up again.

"What do you say bud, shall we go for a walk?" he asked. The cat meowed loudly in agreement, and Hiccup let him down. Gobber's call had unintentionally ruined Hiccup's good mood, but there was no point moping. "Let's head over to the park. There might be a few dogs there for you to chase." He opened the door, letting Toothless pad out, unleashed by his side.

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Toothless circled the park three times, getting odd looks from the walkers and parents. Then, whilst Hiccup took residence on one of the swings, picking at a packet of raisins, Toothless went and acquainted himself with the children in the playground.<p>

As per usual, the cat proved popular, the children flooding around him and coating him with affection. For such a standoffish kitten, Toothless had become an extremely social cat.

Whilst Toothless played, Hiccup messaged Astrid. Once he'd filled her in on his situation with Rufus and Stoic, he mentioned Jack and Astrid had jumped on the subject quicker than a feral bear on a jam-lathered child.

**ASTRID  
><strong>Detail, Hiccup. Now. Leave nothing out

And so Hiccup had told her everything, from the first encounter, to the dinner, their walk into school and Jack's quips, to their meeting at lunch.

**HICCUP  
><strong>Astrid, I'm losing my mind here. It's  
>barely been 24 hours, but I'm already<br>falling for this guy. This is insane.

**ASTRID  
><strong>Hiccup, you never DID do things  
>the conventional way. Don't fight<br>it. Sounds like maybe he's just as  
>into you.<p>

**HICCUP  
><strong>Do you really think he could be?  
>Into me?<p>

**ASTRID  
><strong>How should I know, dumbass?  
>I haven't met the guy. But by the<br>sound of it, he seems to WANT  
>to spend time with you. So just<br>see how it goes. And try now to  
>mess it up, Hiccup.<p>

**HICCUP  
><strong>Your confidence in me is  
>astounding.<p>

**ASTRID  
><strong>Actually I'm pretty sure I have  
>more confidence in you than<br>you do, and that's kind of the  
>problem.<p>

**HICCUP  
><strong>You had to go and spell it out  
>for me, didn't you?<p>

**ASTRID  
><strong>:D

After a good half-hour, Hiccup finally stood and whistled over to the gaggle of children. "Toothless!" he called. "Toothless!"

The Cat peered out among the legs, and meowed loudly in response. Hiccup tapped his watch.

"Come on, we'd better get going Bud. I'll bring you back tomorrow."

Toothless meowed again, and then wriggling free between the legs, bound out toward him, the children all following him eagerly. The cat jumped up onto the swing, letting it propel him forward and leapt straight into Hiccup's chest. Hiccup stumbled back under the sudden weight, but caught Toothless, hugging him. Toothless bumped his face up into Hiccup's cheek, purring loudly.

"You made some new friends, huh Bud?" Hiccup noted as the kids all stopped and waved, shouting goodbye. "Say goodbye."

Toothless meowed loudly at the children, and Hiccup let him down, the pair setting off, side by side, back toward the apartment.

It was just past six o'clock, but it was still quite sunny, and would be until close to eight, probably, summer in full beat.

Astrid was still furiously messaging him, demanding more details and casting threats with a jubilant glee that only a best-friend could have for another. Hiccup was so distracted, he walked straight past the lobby door, and collided straight into Jack, who was just rounding the corner.

The boys sprang back, having almost knocked faces, and then both laughed at each other.

"It seems our families are strangely magnetised into colliding with each other, eh?" Jack noted.

"Man, I'm so sorry; I was miles away. And _woah,_ are you cold!" Hiccup realised. Jack's fingers had momentarily been pressed up against his chest, and he could feel the icy touch still against his shirt. Jack blinked and glanced down at his hands.

"Oh, yeah. Sorry." He said gingerly. Atomically, Hiccup reached toward and touched Jack's arm. It too was cold, though Jack didn't look sickly.

"How are you so cold? It's like…30 degrees out here? Are you ok?"

"The place I was at had…Air conditioning, shall we say. It's ok, really. Hey Toothless." Jack bent down to greet the cat. Hiccup put his phone in his pocket, feeling it vibrate with message after message. Astrid would forgive him for not repling straight away. "You been out for a walk?"

"Yeah. He's popular in the local park." Hiccup informed and Jack smiled widely.

"I bet he is, handsome devil." The boy straightened, and the pair of them headed into the lobby together.

"How was detention?"

"Bunnymund had me organise the department cupboard and restack all the books." Jack said indifferently, his voice light, and Hiccup eyed him.

"Ok," he took the bait, "What did you do?"

Jack grinned with undisguised delight, turning on him, "I may, or may not have changed some of the catalogue numbers in the system."

"Jack…"

"Next time the department puts in an order for new copies of Wuthering Heights, they're going to be getting Fifty-Shades of Grey instead."

"Oh, come on Jack." Hiccup rolled his eyes, and Jack cackled.

"What? It's about an over-bearing, abusive man with an unhealthy obsession for a basic non-entity, and you wish everyone was dead by the end. It's practically the same book."

"Bunnymund's going to know it was you who changed them. You'll be in so much trouble."

"Ah, by the time anyone notices, they won't be able to prove it was me. It's a long-term prank, true…But the pay-out is going to be great."

They chattered all the way up into the lift, and stepped out onto Jack's floor, only to find Rufus outside the door. He was poised ready to knock, but turned when he heard the two boys.

"Oh, there you are." He exhaled, "I was starting to get worried."

"Hi Mr. Merle." Jack greeted.

"Rufus, please…" Rufus shuddered. "Your father said he was going to be late back, so I came to suggest you come have tea with us?"

Jack blinked, and then narrowed his eyes, "Did my Dad forget to buy food again?"

"I am reliably informed your fridge is now well-stocked, but I thought you might prefer to join us for dinner, then prepare your own."

"I'd love to. Thank you." Jack accepted gratefully, and Toothless wormed his way between Hiccup's legs, running across to greet Rufus, who stooped down and picked him up. The three stepped back into the lift and headed up to the apartment.

As Rufus cooked, Jack got on with his homework and Hiccup sketched leisurely. Part-way through his scribbles, Jack leant over.

"That is awesome." He announced, as Hiccup shyly turned the sketch-book toward Jack, so that he could see better. "Is that _Toothless_?" Jack asked, excitedly, looking between the paper to the cat who was lounged nearby, basking in a beam of sunlight. "Rufus, have you seen this: he's drawn Toothless as a _dragon_."

Rufus peered over the hob, craning his neck as Jack held up the drawing. "A Dragon, huh? Suits him."

Toothless, sensing he was being talked about, lifted his head and made a soft sound of approval. Hiccup tried to reclaim his sketchbook, but Jack had abandoned his homework and was riffling through it.

"Woah, you are _seriously_ good a drawing."

"T-thanks." Hiccup looked away.

"Runs in the family. Our mother was an excellent artist as well." Rufus told Jack, returning to the cooking.

"What about you?" Jack asked, still flipping through the pages eagerly. Hiccup could feel the top of his ears burning. "I guess that's a stupid question, seeing as you designed the bloody building we're sitting in."

"Ah, well I'm not shabby, but Hiccup's the one who's got the real talent at drawing things straight from his imagination."

"Can I have my sketchbook back now?" Hiccup snatched it back, aware that both Rufus and Jack were smiling at him. His face was red, he knew.

"Grubs up." Rufus suddenly announced, and the boys cleared the table of their books intime for Rufus to lay a set of plates out for them. "It's not 5-Star, but it's edible."

"Smells great." Jack immediately tucked in. It was spaghetti carbonara, simple, but flavoursome. Hiccup began to eat, struck suddenly by how hungry he was. He noted that Rufus had not served himself any.

"Aren't you going to have some?"

Rufus huffed, his mouth dipping, "I had a late lunch meeting with another architect working on the building. I'm still stuffed."

Hiccup frowned a little, but his brother looked so sincere, he let it drop. They ate for a while in appreciative silence.

"So, what about you Jack?" Rufus suddenly asked, "Are you artistically inclined? I don't actually know which subjects you're taking at school."

"English Lit & Lang, ICT, Textiles," Jack listed, "and drama."

"Drama." Rufus's lip twitched, "why does that not surprise me? And Textiles? You _are_ artistic. Though I would have thought you'd be doing something sportive as well."

"I was part of the swimming team in my last school, and a parkour society."

"Parkour?" Hiccup raised his eyebrow, but he could see it; Jack jumping and spinning through the air, without restrain, as close to flying as humanly possible.

"Yeah. And I'm pretty good on a snowboard too!" Jack boasted, and then paused. "Come to think of it, what subjects do you take? I never asked."

Hiccup had to think about it for a moment, "Mechanical Mathematics, Physics, Biology and Product Design."

"Woah…that must be intense. What do you want to do when you leave school?"

Hiccup shrugged, "I was thinking of using my knowledge to take ancient DNA from a crystallised mosquito, team up with a group of scientist and open a Dinosaur island."

Jack blinked slowly, "Oh man," he finally said, "That sounds awesome. No way on earth anything could go wrong with _that_ idea."

"Failing that," Hiccup continued as Jack laughed, "I…I really don't know. I want to do something to make a difference to peoples. Design something which will improve life for someone who…maybe hasn't had the best one."

"Sounds just like something you'd do." Jack said tenderly and Hiccup's heart skipped a beat.

"You know, talking of Jurassic Park, the new one's out." Rufus said, tapping his chin. "Have you seen it, Jack?"

"No, not yet. But I want to."

"Maybe you and Hiccup could go together? This weekend?" Rufus suggested lightly, as Hiccup turned on him slowly.

_Are you setting me up on a date!?_ He demanded his brother, screaming internally. Rufus refused to look at him; he was smirking beneath his innocent expression. Hiccup wanted to kick him, but Rufus was too far out of reach. Toothless jumped up on Rufus's lap and looked at Hiccup expectantly.

"That's a great idea!" Jack dropped his cutlery, "I've got a promotional code that's about to run out for the cinema, for discount tickets. We can use them up."

Hiccup, who had been so caught in his sudden flare of anger, and admitted appreciation for his brother's proposal, hadn't stopped to consider that Jack might actually accept it.

"As long as you're good to go, Hiccup?" Jack added, after a long silence. Hiccup blinked, his brain stammering.

"Y-yeah!" he finally got out, "That would be…that would be great. Definitely. Yeah."

"Awesome. I'll look up timings tonight, we can plan it!" Jack said with excitement, and Hiccup suddenly had a very strong image of Jack as a kid, playing with dinosaur toys whilst watching the original movie. It made him smile. "Sorry," Jack added, reclaiming his cutlery, "I'm a bit of a geek…"

"Never apologise for that." Rufus said wisely.

"This food is really good, by the way." Jack pointed down at his plate. He had demolished most of it, which reminded Hiccup that he needed to press on. He'd always been a slow eater.

"Thank you." Rufus almost sounded surprised, "I put some to the side for your father too, incase he's back late and doesn't have time to prepare himself something."

"You made some for Dad?" Jack quirked up an eyebrow, "He's going to propose to you."

Rufus laughed nervously, "ahaha…well, I am rather getting on a bit, so why not? Could be dead tomorrow."

"You're twenty-eight." Hiccup said dryly.

"The future is uncertain."

They chattered on like this, exchanging quips until the meal was done. Then Jack returned to his homework – somewhat to Hiccup's surprise, because he hadn't expected the boy to be so studious. Hiccup had done some personal work of his own, drawing up some new design ideas he'd had for the prosthetic, and Rufus had stepped into an office, Toothless trailing after him, meowing loudly. Hiccup wondered what the cat was trying to say. Amidst enjoying Jack's company, Hiccup felt like maybe something was off…But he couldn't for the life of him figure out what.

* * *

><p>It was near ten when the door went. The boys, who were sat in Hiccup's room, rewatching the original Jurassic Park in preparation for the movie, didn't hear it.<p>

Rufus crossed over and answered it, letting Zachary into the flat. "I presume Jack is still here?" Zachary said lightly, but there was a tension about him. He had clearly expected to find Jack when he'd come home.

"Jack," Rufus called, "You're Dad's here!"

Zachary exhaled a little, "I'm sorry I'm so late. I thought I'd be back quicker…He's going to be hungry."

"I already made them dinner," Rufus assured, "And they've been binging on popcorn since, so I don't think that's a risk."

Zachary's shoulders slumped, "You made them dinner?" he moaned, "I am such a terrible father."

"It's fine." Rufus assured, just as Jack pocked his head around Hiccup's door and came out.

"Hey Dad!" he greeted, "Can you give us twenty minutes? We're just at the end of the movie. Also, hi, how's your day been?"

Zachary glanced over at Rufus who shrugged, "I'm fine with it. You boys have both finished your homework?"

"Yes." Both chorused, Hiccup also coming out and greeting Zachary politely.

"Alright, twenty minutes." Zachary granted, and Jack grinned, both boys darting back into the bedroom. The sounds of dinosaurs eating people commenced again, along with the raucous laughter.

"Run! Run, you stupid git!" Jack could be heard shouting and Zachary shook his head.

"Come in, I've got some dinner left over that Jack was going to carry down for you. I'll put it in the microwave." Rufus offered, and Zachary wilted and groaned in appreciation.

"Marry me…" he collapsed into a chair at the dining room table.

"Huh," Rufus took the plate from the fridge and put it in the microwave. "Jack told me you'd propose…I was rather hoping it would be more romantic."

"I'll bring flowers next time." Zachary promised, his head tipped back and eyes closed. He looked absolutely exhausted, and Rufus watched him with pity. Bringing the plate across when it was done. He set it down, offering Zachary a beer.

Then he sat and drank one of his own, Zachary diving into the food with the same enthusiasm as his son.

"You not eating?" he asked Rufus, who waved the question off.

"Had something with the boys." He replied, "So, good day?"

"Define good."

"No then?"

"Long." Zachary said shortly, between mouthfuls. "But this is definitely a nice way to end it. Home-cooked meals. This is _good_ by the way. Thank you. And thanks for taking care of Jack…"

"Oh, I really did nothing. He's a pleasure to have around…" Rufus listened out, and leant in. "They've got their first date lined up now."

Zachary looked up with interest. "Let me guess, they're going to see Jurassic World?"

"Now, what gave that away?" Rufus asked, as from within Hiccup's room they could hear high-pitched screaming and velociraptor noises.

"When are they going?"

"This weekend." Rufus toyed with his hair.

"Is that right?" Zachary had stopped eating and was watching Rufus very carefully. "And what will you be doing, while Hiccup's engaged?"

"I've not got any plans, that I know of. What about you? Will you be lawyering?"

"I guess that rather depends on whether you want to go for that drink or not."

Rufus kept his cool, though his heart-rate had sped up. He blinked slowly, pinching his mouth as if he were considering it. Zachary went on.

"After all, I really owe it to you now. We seem to be doing this whole thing backwards: I've already proposed to you, been given a home-cooked meal, and seen you naked."

"Half-naked." Rufus corrected, "But we can resolve that."

He saw the blush, though Zachary tried very hard to disguise it with his straight expression. Rufus felt a flare of triumph.

"And just incase you weren't sure, that's yes, by the way." Rufus reached forward and raised his beer up, "I would love to go and get that drink with you."

* * *

><p><strong>Next chapter: We'll be skipping straight to date night! But is everything going to go as planned, or will unforeseen forces ruin the day for both couples?<strong>

**Please review! And don't forget, I am open to suggestions for stuff you want to see, or characters you want to be introduced!  
><strong>

**Thanks for reader. **_  
><em>


	4. Chapter 4

**Hi everyone! So, here it is…Date night. I couldn't fulfil all your wishes, but I hope that you all enjoy it. Please do comment, as it is really appreciated and really motivates me.**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p>The week passed by in a blur. Each morning, Hiccup and Jack would meet outside his apartment and walk into school together. At the school gates, they would part ways and would then meet back up for Lunch.<p>

Jack, in the short time he'd been at the school, had already proved to be popular, and Hiccup himself had his own friends, so they often ended up sharing their table with a dozen others. This Hiccup didn't mind, despite the crowd, because their walks into school were always reserved between them.

When school ended, Jack would disappear off to detention whilst Hiccup went into the library to do his homework. Then, whilst Jack went off to his mysterious evening hobby – which he had yet to tell Hiccup anything about – Hiccup would return home, and take Toothless for a walk in the park.

On the way back, as if like clockwork, he would meet Jack in the lobby – always, Hiccup noted, with cold skin and bright eyes. The pair would then go up to one, or the other's apartment, and while Jack did his homework Hiccup would go about his own personal chores. The evening would usually end with TV or video-games

The only day this ritual varied, was when, instead of heading to the library and then home, Hiccup had gone in to see his Uncle Gobber instead. The mysterious project Gobber had hinted at had actually turned out to be a fully functional catapult, which had been commissioned by a renactment group from the local castle.

_"They plan to fire flaming projectiles over into the lake on the other side! That'll bring the tourists in!"_ Gobber had told him, _"It's my biggest commission yet, and if it goes well, they'll want another one next year. What do you say, Hiccup? Fancy helping your old uncle out?"_

Hiccup had said yes before Gobber had even finished asking, and the pair had poured over the blue-prints and designs. It was obviously going to be based off the original concept, but new technologies were going to be added to make it easier to load, aim and fire, so as to avoid any accidents.

When Hiccup had told Jack about the project, Jack had demanded he be taken to see it, when the frame-work was done. Hiccup had promised, so long as Jack told nobody else about it.

When the weekend finally arrived, Hiccup had become so comfortable in Jack's company he had forgotten to be nervous about their date…Until he'd woken up that morning, and realised exactly what the hell was going on.

"What if he doesn't think of this as a date?" he asked Rufus over his lunch. His brother was sat reading the news-paper opposite. Even during the weekend Rufus rose early, and had eaten his own breakfast and lunch hours before Hiccup was even out of bed. Rufus folded the newspaper, and put it to the side, reaching for his cup of tea.

"Do you honestly think that's going to be the case?"

"I don't know." Hiccup replied, "I've never…Dated anybody…I mean, are we dating? If we haven't had our first date? And what if it's not a date? What if-"

"Hiccup, breathe." Rufus instructed softly, "Does it really matter? You're spending the whole evening with him. Isn't that the most important thing? You have time to figure out whatever this is, but for now, just enjoy the process."

Hiccup wasn't soothed, and Rufus sensed that. He narrowed his eyes.

"If it's any consolation," he eventually said, "Jack was asking me how he should dress."

"What?" Hiccup blinked, "Why would he-"

"To impress you, you moron." Rufus smirked, "He wanted to know what to wear for you. I told him blue. You like blue, don't you? Matches his eyes."

Hiccup stared hard at his brother, "Are you kidding with me, right now?"

"Who knows?" Rufus drank his tea, "I guess you'll have to see."

"Are you helping me with this, or not?" Hiccup demanded and Rufus sniggered. Toothless jumped up onto Hiccup's lap, rubbing against his chest. "Perfect, thanks Toothless. Because this outfit wasn't complete without a coat of cat hair." Hiccup grunted.

"Oh, stop you winging, and just have fun, would you? Honestly." Rufus grunted, and Toothless gave Hiccup a reproachful gaze. Hiccup guiltily rubbed the cat's ears.

"Sorry…I didn't mean to snap. I'm just…" Hiccup looked away. Amidst the excitement and happiness of the last few days, there had been a growing sadness too, inside of Hiccup. "I keep thinking about what Mum would have thought about all this..."

There was a long pause, and then he heard Rufus rise and his brother had crossed around the table. He knelt infront of Hiccup, smiling.

"She would have loved him." Rufus whispered, "And she would have been immeasurably happy for you. And she would have told you what I am about to tell you…And that's to be yourself Hiccup. And if Jack doesn't fall head of over heals inlove with that, then he doesn't deserve you." Rufus flicked Hiccup's nose lightly, "But I don't think that's going to be an issue. Now," he rose, "finish your lunch. Honestly, you're skin and bone."

"Pot calling the kettle black." Hiccup rubbed his nose, eyeing Rufus's trim figure. "And…Thanks, I'm sorry about stressing so much."

"You're allowed to stress." Rufus took his empty tea-cup and refilled it, re-joining Hiccup at the table. "Just don't let it ruin your day."

Hiccup took another stab at his food. Rufus had made him a full English, but had – as per usual – prepared far too much. Rufus seemed to enjoy cooking for both boys whenever Jack came over, and always made enough for Jack to take back for Zachary. Hiccup had offered to share in the meal duties, like he did at home, but whilst Rufus had agreed, he never gave Hiccup the chance to take control over the kitchen, and Hiccup suspected his brother was actually rather protective of it.

"What about you?" Hiccup asked, as he ate, "Where are you and Mr. Zachary headed?"

"Hm, where indeed?" Rufus hummed. It had come out fairly quickly that whilst Jack and Hiccup were out, Rufus and Zachary had been planning a date of their own. Hiccup, who had been watching his brother's blatant interactions with Zachary, wasn't really surprised and Jack had been delighted.

_"My Dad hasn't been on a date since I was twelve, he must really like Rufus."_

_"I think Rufus really likes him…"_ Hiccup had replied truthfully. When he had first met Rufus, his brother had been in an intense relationship with a rather gorgeous brunette, but it had ended badly and in great heartbreak. Looking at Rufus now, Hiccup had realised how much he had missed the 'in-love' spark his brother had lost after the end of the last relationship. It made Hiccup happy to see it there again.

From the other side of the room, the landline began to ring, and Rufus answered it. "Hello?" He paused, "Oh, hello, yes. We're both doing very well, and yourself? Great. Hold on." He put the phone against his chest and called Hiccup over.

"Hiccup, it's your father." He extended the phone out to him, and Hiccup got up and took it.

"Hi Dad."

"Hello, Son!" Stoic's voice was loud and merry. Hiccup realised he had actually missed the booming tone of his father over the last week, though he had happily settled in with Rufus. Stoic sounded excitable and in good humour. "How have you been? I'm sorry I couldn't call sooner, but I've been up to my neck. You wouldn't believe how beautiful it is out here, Hiccup. Your mother would have loved it. I have half a mind to bring you out and move here permanently! But I suppose not till you've finished your A-Levels. You're well?"

"Yeah, I'm good." Hiccup finally managed to get a word in edgeways, "How about you? Sounds like you're having a great time."

"Oh, I am, Son. I am. Even Toothless would like it out here; bit frosty, but nothing a little extra meat on the bone can't sort out! So, I hear you're going on a date."

Hiccup froze, his entire body going into panic mode. He whirled around and stared at Rufus, who was trying to look innocent at the table. "Wha-? Noo! A-a date?" Hiccup forced a laugh, "What w-would give you tha- Ok, what did Rufus tell you?" he gave up on the denial, and heard his father give a hearty laugh.

"Hiccup, you can't keep these things from me. I know everything that goes on in your life."

"Wh-what, do you have spies or something?" Hiccup demanded, eyeing Rufus who was whistling, scratching Toothless's ears.

"Hiccup, I'm your _father._ I don't need spies. And it wasn't Rufus. Gobber called me, apparently you wouldn't shut up about this new lad of yours. So I checked on your facebook, to see what I could find."

"My…My facebook?"

"Aye, saw you'd friended someone new, and there was all sort of activity." Stoic hummed, "Facebook's quite good for that; keeping track of each other's lives. Maybe I should set up an account for myself, and I can friend you!"

"You…You _really_ don't have to do that." Hiccup laughed nervously, shuddering. He would have to change his privacy settings…

"So his name's Jack, is it? Jack Zachary?"

"Yeah…He and his Dad live in the apartment below."

"Well, I'm happy for your son."

"You…You are?" Hiccup couldn't quite believe his ears. He'd never really breached his sexuality with Stoic before, as there had always seemed to be enough for Stoic to be disappointed in. It had never occurred to Hiccup that his father might not mind in the slightest that his son was bisexual.

"Of course I am. I was beginning to think you were _never_ going to meet anyone! After that Astrid girl left – oh, she was a fine one! – I thought I'd have to wait at least another ten years before you found someone else. If this Jack boy is the one, then I couldn't be more pleased."

Hiccup felt his heart lighten, "Th-…Thanks, Dad."

"So, don't mess it up!" Stoic added, and Hiccup laughed and shook his head. Somehow, there was a competitive tone in his father's voice. In some ways Stoic would never change.

"I'll…I'll try not to."

"That's my boy. Now, pass Rufus over, I need to go over a few things with him."

"Ok…Bye Dad. And…Thanks." Hiccup passed the phone back across before anymore could be said, and Stoic somehow ruined the warm, satisfied feeling that had come over Hiccup.

Rufus reclaimed the phone, and while they spoke, Hiccup returned to his breakfast, feeling marginally better than before. Outside, the sun was sparkling, and Hiccup smiled.

Today was going to be a good one.

* * *

><p>"You're looking sharp." Jack noted as Zachary came into the room. His father was dressed in a dark-grey jeans and a collared black t-shirt with long-sleeves. "You're going to get hot though."<p>

"You know I don't wear short-sleeves." Zachary leant over and ruffled Jack's hair. Jack scowled and combed his hands back through it, trying to style it back to how it was.

"I know, but the blacks going to attract heat."

"It's fine." Zachary slid into a chair at the table. Out of his work suit, He looked considerably younger than usual. Sometimes Jack had to remind himself that his father was only thirty-two, though the more youthful side of Zachary had become a lot more apparent in the last week, especially around Rufus. It had been a little strange to realise Hiccup's older brother was almost the same age as Jack's own father, but Jack had been happy to see the pair getting along so well.

"Sooo…Where you taking Rufus?" He leant across the table.

"Mind your own business." Zachary replied, mysteriously.

"Is it somewhere niiiice?" Jack persisted, "Somewhere romantic?"

"Jack, I am a grown man." Zachary snipped, "I do not need to tell you where I am going, or what I plan on doing."

"Are you going to hold his hand?" Jack whistled, cheering, "Kiss him? Oh! Do you need Hiccup and I out of the apartment so you can-"

"That is quite enough." Zachary snapped, and Jack cackled. "I'm taking him for dinner. And then I will be back here, before your curfew, waiting for you."

"Oh man, I still have a curfew?"

"Yes, you do. Nine o'clock. Back in the apartment, or with Hiccup upstairs. No excuses."

"Fine." Jack rolled his eyes, "Movie ends at seven anyway."

"Then you'll be back in plenty of time." Zachary dusted his hands, and then grew quiet. "Jack."

"Yes?"

"…You've turned sixteen…" Zachary began and Jack looked sharply up at him, his eyes bulging.

"Oh no." He said, "Oh no, this is not happening right now."

"There are going to be things you'll be wanting to do…"

"Oh no, please." Jack put his hands over his ears. "Not the talk. Please, anything but the talk."

"These things," Zachary continued, unperturbed, "are natural."

"Dad, no!"

"I'm sure you've already been thinking about them."

"You're killing me here!"

"Jack." Zachary stood and leaning forward he pulled Jack's hands away from his ears. "I want you to listen to me very carefully," his voice was sober and Jack slowly grew still and quiet. There was a severity about Zachary's face, a tightness that said jokes were not appropriate. "Hiccup is a great kid, and I know you think the world of him…And I want you and him to enjoy this part, as you get to know each other. I'm not going to tell you how sex works, I've seen your internet history; I'm pretty sure you already know." Zachary rolled his eyes and Jack winced. "I do want to make sure you know about safety and how things work; porn isn't exactly the best example of what sex is really like."

"I know that, Dad. And I know how to use a condom, and…Other stuff, ok. Not that that's going to be relevant tonight."

"Ok." Zachary came around the table and sat infront of Jack, taking his hands. "Jack…" he hesitated, and closed his eyes. There was a sudden shameful set in his shoulders, though Jack knew it had nothing to do with him, or the sex talk. Zachary looked ashen. "When I was your age, all anyone in class talked about was sex. There was an expectation on young men to rush into it. But in reality sex isn't always…good, alright? Not automatically."

"Dad." Jack began worriedly, "You don't have to…"

"I do. Because you're my son, and I love you." Zachary persisted. "I was two years younger than you, and when I…with your mother…I wasn't ready, and I didn't enjoy it, and I kept doing it because she wanted to, and I thought as a red-blooded fourteen, nearly fifteen year old boy that's what you were supposed to do. I didn't think as a boy I could say no. Of course, at the time, it would be fine because…Well, like most fourteen year olds, I had a constant erection, so the mechanics worked. But afterwards…I would feel…" Zachary swallowed, "Jack, I want you to be safe with Hiccup or whoever you choose to be with. Not just physically, but emotionally too. I'm not going to tell you when you're ready for sex, because only you know that. But make sure that you are – that _both_ of you are. Same goes for everything else. There is no rush. Ok?"

Jack nodded slowly. "I know, Dad." He stood and put his arms around his father. Zachary laughed softly, and pulled Jack in closer, hugging him fiercely.

"I am so unbelievably proud of you." He told Jack, finally releasing him. Jack grinned from ear to ear, and Zachary snorted and cuffed him gently over the side of the head. "Right, it's just gone twenty-five past four. What time are you meeting Hiccup?"

"Half past." Jack stood, pretending to be indifferent. He had been watching the clock for the last three hours. "We're headed straight to the cinema. Might get food afterwards"

"Ok. It's hot out today, have you put some sun-cream on?"

"Dad, I've been an albino since I was…hmm…My entire life." Jack rolled his eyes, "I know the drill. Stop fussing."

"Alright." Zachary raised his hands in surrender, "Better get going then. Don't want to be late for your first date."

* * *

><p>Hiccup met Jack in lobby and the pair set out to the cinema together. Jack had pre-booked the tickets, which turned out to be a good idea, as the place was full when they arrived.<p>

"Are they even going to have any popcorn left?" Jack craned his neck around, trying to see to the head of the queue. Hiccup found his eyes trained on the stretched white skin of Jack's throat, and swallowed, stammering when Jack looked around and caught him staring.

"S-sure, it's a cinema, right? They get busier than this. If they ran out of pop-corn, there would be a riot."

"I guess." Jack rocked on his heels, sticking his hands into his pockets. He was wearing white shorts, and a pale blue, short-sleeved hoody the same colour as his eyes.

_Did he actually ask Rufus about that, or is this a coincidence?_ Hiccup had thought to himself, taking in Jack's appearance. Hiccup too had worn a set of khaki shorts, though he knew that it made people around him uncomfortable, making his prosthetic stand out. At first, he had been self-conscious of it himself, but it had been Astrid who had told him, in no uncertain terms, that he shouldn't cover himself for the convenience of others.

_"People are going to look, and stare, and point, Hiccup, but that's their problem. It's your leg; own it. Don't let other people dictate how you should feel about it."_

And so Hiccup hadn't, though there had been a small moment of trepidation that morning, when he had worried it might gross Jack out.

_"Hiccup, he met you whilst you were hopping, one-legged down a corridor after your wayward cat, I don't think it's going to bother him._" Rufus had said, as Hiccup stressed between jeans or shorts.

"Are you ok?" Jack asked, and Hiccup jumped, realising he'd been gazing off into space. Over Jack's shoulder, he caught eyes with a group who had been staring. They quickly averted their eyes.

"Yeah," he smiled, "I'm just wondering, what's attracting more attention, my leg or your hair?"

Jack looked around. They were indeed attracting attention between them, specifically among teens their age, who were peering around curiously, trying to subtly get a look at the pair.

"Ah, fuck 'em." Jack shrugged, "If they want to make us the centre of attention, let them."

"Does it ever bother you…Everybody seeing you?" Hiccup asked. He could always cover his leg, and for a majority of the time, nobody saw it, but Jack would be hard-pressed to cover his pallor, eyes and hair all at once.

"Not really." Jack said, after a moment of thought. "I learnt pretty early on that if I tried to make who I was a secret, it marked me out even more. My mum used to make me wear these dark glasses, and keep my hood up, but that never really helped…I used to have the shit beaten out of me…" Jack laughed, as if it were a fond memory, "So then, when I moved schools, I realised that people were going to notice me either way, so I might as well make use of it. Might as well acknowledge it…I mean, it's better than the alternative." Jack's face fell, "Nobody seeing you at all…There's nothing worse than being separated from the world."

There was something in that statement which made Hiccup shudder. For a moment, Jack was distant, his eyes dark with faraway thoughts.

"Excuse me?" the woman behind the counter coughed, and both boys realised they had progressed to the front of the queue. "What can I get you guys?"

They ordered a box of pop-corn each, Hiccup salted, whilst Jack went for caramelised. "That's disgusting."

"It's delicious." Jack tossed one into the air and caught it in his mouth. "Tastes like Christmas."

"Tastes like tooth cavities." Hiccup teased, and Jack shone him a bright-toothed grin.

"Have you seen these teeth? I could win awards for this smile. Cavities, he says." Jack rolled his eyes.

"Hiccup, is that you!" A voice suddenly cut through the crowd, and Hiccup froze to the spot.

"Oh no…" Hiccup wheezed, as from the gaggle of people a huge, burly figure came shifting through, looking smug and extremely pleased with himself. Hiccup turned and forced a smile. "D-Dagur, it can't be…"

"It is you! Hiccup!" Dagur grabbed Hiccup by the shoulder and pulled him into a rough and uncomfortable hug, that felt more like a wrestling move. The top layer of Hiccup's popcorn flew to the floor, but Dagur didn't seem to notice or care. "How you doing, my brother? Haven't seen you in aaages. You look as small and breakable as always! Still got all your libs? Well, what's left of 'em."

Hiccup managed to wriggle free, taking a few steps back. He maintained his smile. "Hey, Dagur. You look…You look great. Is that a tattoo you got there?"

"Yeah! You like it?" Dagur flexed his arm, where the scruffy black inking was spread over the bicep. "I did the design myself.

"It's a…It's a man eating a baby polar-bear…" Hiccup squinted, "That's…That's…poignant."

"I told my dad it was a commentary on global warming, but I just really liked the design."

"Ahaha, I bet you did. So…Where have you been? I haven't seen you since…Since you were sent to Juvie. It…It – ur – seems to have agreed you?" Hiccup laughed nervously.

"Oh yeah, I learnt all sorts." Dagur grinned, "Wouldn't _believe_ some of things people did to get in there. I mean, I just skinned a cat, but some of those guys; _man_ they were messed up…It was so good to finally connect with other people. Like we spoke the same language." Dagur trailed off, and Hiccup exchanged a quick look with Jack, who was watching the exchange, wide-eyed.

"Well," Hiccup eventually said, when the silence drew on, "That sounds great Dagur. But, oh no – look at that? Hate to leave you, but it seems our films about to start. Catch up with you another time, Dagur."

"Oh you will, Hiccup my brother!" Dagur cried, "I will see you soon!"

"Yeah. I really hope not." Hiccup turned away sharply and stalked as quickly as he could toward their screen, Jack in toe.

"Ok, who the hell was that lunatic?" Jack asked when they were a safe distance away. Hiccup looked quickly over his shoulder, his voice hushed.

"His name's Dagur. He's the son of a work-friend of my Dad. And trust me, lunatic is polite." Hiccup hissed, the pair of them finding their seats. "He used to use me as a human target for his knife-throwing practise. The knives were _real._ He was expelled from our last school for locking Fishlegs in his locker over the whole weekend."

"_Jesus_." Jack winced, "Shouldn't he be…I don't know…Locked up somewhere?"

"Trust me. We're trying." Hiccup settled back into the chair. "Hopefully he won't be hanging around at the end. I do not want to run into him again."

"Agreed." Jack settled back in his chair, "For the moment, let's just enjoy the movie."

Hiccup looked across to the boy, and realised how relieved he was to have Jack beside him, after his encounter with Dagur.

"Yeah." He agreed, "let's do that."

* * *

><p>In the end, Zachary had chosen a small Japanese restaurant on the corner of the street, about ten minutes from the apartment. He had made reservations for six o'clock, and met Rufus in the lobby fifteen minutes before, the pair walking in together.<p>

Rufus had been surprised as they drew up to the restaurant, almost a little panicked.

"That isn't a bar."

"No," Zachary had acknowledged, "I thought we could have an early dinner. Is that a problem?"

Rufus had taken a fraction of a second too long to respond, and then smiled widely. "Are we at the dinner stage then?"

"Well, you've cooked it for me three times this week, so…yes, I think so."

A waiter had shown them to their table, and Zachary was pleased to see the place was mostly empty, but for a few other couples who spoke in moderate tones. The restaurant, he knew, was popular, but it wouldn't get too busy until a little bit later.

They ordered cold sake to begin with, and set of assorted starters. Rufus didn't seem particularly hungry, stating he'd had a late lunch, but took a main course as well, on Zachary's insistence.

"It all looks so good." Rufus murmured as he returned the menu to the waiter, and took up his tiny little cup of Sake. "Kanpai." He said.

"Cheers." Zachary knocked their glasses lightly and both took a drink.

"So, why Japanese?" Rufus asked, as they settled in.

"Thought it would be a little bit different. This place had good reviews, and I've been here before on a work commitment."

"It's got a nice atmosphere." Rufus agreed. The inside of the building had been designed to look like an old Japanese street, with booths either side, like houses, and clusters of bonsai trees in the corners. "Have you ever been?"

"To Japan?" Zachary shook his head, "No. You?"

"A few times, yes."

"Oh?"

"We travelled a lot, when I was young. Toured the world…Europe, Africa, Asia…I saw so many places, different towns and cities, and some pretty inspiring architecture. I guess that's why I do what I do."

"And if you hadn't been an architect?"

"Mathematician."

"Wow."

"That or physicist. I looked at being a Doctor, but…I don't trust myself with someone else's life. That requires a kind of confidence that I'm not comfortable with allowing myself." Rufus toyed with his sake cup, turning it in his hands. "But I like numbers."

"And music."

"Hm?"

"Music." Zachary noted, "Before we officially re-met, I used to hear the piano from your apartment, when I stood on the balcony. I thought it was a compilation CD, but clearly you play."

"I like to tinker." Rufus smiled. "I'm not sure how good I am, but it…certainly distresses me. And music is just numbers."

"Really? You play so expressively, it's hard to think of music being anything other than romantic for you."

"Who says numbers can't be romantic?" Rufus asked softly, and Zachary felt his breath still at the soft thoughtfulness on Rufus's face.

"You're some sort of genius, aren't you?" He accused and Rufus laughed loudly, putting down his sake cup.

"I'm not stupid." He agreed, "But then, neither are you, by any accounts."

"I'm good at arguing, and I like defending people who can't defend themselves. That's all."

"I think there's a little more to it than that." Rufus refilled their glasses. "So…Where abouts do you come from?"

"I grew up in Falmouth, Cornwall."

"Really?"

"Yes, though we moved away when Jack was young. I think the only time I've been back, was when I met you, for the lecture."

"Wow. Do you not have any family there?"

"Oh, I do." Zachary muttered, "But my relationship with my parents is…Let's just say, we don't exchange Christmas cards. To be honest, I don't think my parent exchange Christmas cards either…" Zachary added. "But I have a sister, Katrina. She moved away a little after I did. Settled down in Dorset. She adores Jack, so we visit her often…To be honest, she practically raised me." Zachary stopped, and rubbed his mouth, conscious of how much he had said. It was not often he breeched the subject of his family, but he felt incredibly relaxed with Rufus. "What about you? Any fraternal siblings?"

"No, Hiccup's the only one. My step-mother couldn't have children…Still, she seemed happy enough with me, though I was a serious handful."

"You?" Zachary laughed, "You strike me as more of a bookish sort, than a troublemaker."

"Oh, you can cause quite a bit of trouble, even as a bookish sort, trust me. Especially when you're a horny bisexual agnostic being raised in a catholic community in Northern Ireland."

Zachary coughed, and then laughed, "Christ. That must have been…ur…"

"I was a challenge." Rufus said, smiling from ear to ear. "But, I came out ok. For the most part."

"I should say." Zachary's eyes travelled up Rufus's lean body, to his face, with its sharp angles and cheek-bones. He was certainly very beautiful, almost feminine but for his facial hair.

"Gracious, are you flirting with me." Rufus asked, his tone light.

"I have been all week, but I'm glad you noticed." Zachary finished his drink, and Rufus snorted. Their starters arrived, and the pair began to eat, Rufus chewing slowly and thoughtfully, picking at the food.

"I wonder how the boys are doing."

"They're watching dinosaurs rip people apart whilst Chris Pratt rides a motorbike with squadron of velociraptors, I'm sure they're fine."

"You should write film summaries." Rufus joked, and Zachary gave him a toothy grin. "You look so much like Jack when you do that."

"_I_ look like _Jack_? Excuse me, I'm the _original_." Zachary feigned mortification, and Rufus sniggered into his cup, draining it. "Are you going to need more sake?"

"Definitely need more sake." Rufus agreed, putting his glass down.

"I hope that isn't an indication of my poor company."

"I really don't think that was ever going to be a risk." Rufus said flatly.

"No?"

"No." Rufus raised his glass and Zachary did the same, his face flushing at the intensity of Rufus's gaze. He felt like Rufus was looking directly into him, the pair sharing in a sudden, and very intimate space. Zachary felt Rufus's legs tangle with his beneath the table, their ankles locking. "Arlen…"

Zachary jolted. It was the first time in a very long time that anyone, aside from his sister, had used his forename. The way Rufus said it sent tingles down his spine, and his breath caught.

"If you want to take a step back…Now is the time to speak up, because… I am not…and have never been particularly prudent with my affection." Rufus said intensely. "Fair warning."

Zachary remained exactly where he was. His voice came out two tones lower than usual. "Warning taken."

* * *

><p>The movie was everything Hiccup had expected and then some, and when they came out at the end, both he and Jack were buzzing.<p>

"I don't think I ever expected to cry over of a dinosaur." Jack was saying, "Multiple humans died in that movie, and I couldn't have given less of a crap, but _one_ sodding dinosaur…"

"It was pretty emotional." Hiccup granted, "I like how they linked the first movie in though."

"Yeah, there were some good references." Jack agreed, the pair heading out into the street. It was still light out, but considerably cooler, the sky broad with range of evening colours.

"Glad you went to see it?"

"Do you honestly need to ask me that?" Jack knocked his arm and Hiccup laughed. They walked back toward the apartment at a leisurely rate, recounting the plot and their favourite bits as they went.

"Hey, you hungry?" Jack suddenly asked.

"Actually still pretty full of popcorn…Somehow."

"I was going to say we have some pizza in the fridge," Jack offered, "But I'm not really that hungry either."

"What do you want to do?" Hiccup asked softly.

"It's nice out," Jack glanced up at the sky, "And my curfew isn't until nine…We could walk up to the park?"

"Sure." Hiccup nodded, and they altered their direction a little as they came in toward the apartment, moving up to the green stretch a few streets up. Despite there still being light, the playground was deserted, the kids now indoors, having dinner. Seeing it was empty, Jack ran up to the swings and leapt up onto one, so that he was standing, riding it like some futuristic hoverboard. He swung himself backward and forward, and Hiccup shook his head, and joined him on the neighbouring swing.

"So this is where you bring Toothless?"

"He likes the jungle-gym."

"I bet he does." Jack bent his knees, and slowly lowered himself onto the swing, so that he was crouched beside Hiccup. They remained in silence like this, swinging gently. "It's nice out here."

"Yeah…" Hiccup agreed, and Jack watched him carefully. Hiccup was completely relaxed, his expression distant as if he were caught on the cusp of a pleasant dream. Jack glanced down to where Hiccup had dangled his hand casually on Jack's side, gripping the swing chain with the other.

Jack considered that hand a good moment, and then, taking a deep breath, reached his own down toward it. He brushed his knuckle gently up against Hiccup's. Hiccup jumped, and glanced down, Jack's hand resting against his, a silent request. Hiccup blinked, and glanced up at Jack questioningly. Jack didn't look away. Hiccup slowly moved, interlocking two fingers with Jack, and then, taking the entire hand in his own.

Jack smiled slightly, and Hiccup smiled back. They didn't speak. Jack started to giggle, and Hiccup laughed, looking away, his face flushed. They kept their hands tightly held.

"I was beginning to worry…" Jack confessed.

"About what?"

"Whether you…Felt the same way."

"Me?" Hiccup ducked his head, "I was worried about whether _you_ felt the same way."

Jack blinked, confused. "I thought I was being obvious."

"Yeah, well…I don't exactly have, what you would call, great personal confidence with these kinds of things." Hiccup glanced down to their hands again, and gave that lopsided smile. Jack loved that smile.

"Is this ok?"

"It's…More than ok." Hiccup squeezed Jack's hand. "I…Really like you Jack."

"I really like you, Hiccup."

Both paused, and then laughed again, expelling the nervous and excited tension between them. "This has been…a good first date."

"It doesn't have to be over yet." Hiccup murmured, and Jack's breath caught. Hiccup's eyes were trained on Jack's mouth, and they darted up to meet his gaze. The boys stared at each other searchingly, and Jack leant across, Hiccup leaning in. They stopped a breath away from each other, their noses lightly touching. Hiccup's fingers were tight in his.

"I've never…Done this before." Hiccup's voice was impossibly small. Jack was suddenly cast back to what his father had reminded him of that morning. He reached up with his other hand, gently mapping Hiccup's face with his fingers.

"We don't have to…If you're not sure."

"I'm…I'm pretty sure I want to." Hiccup moved a fraction closer, and Jack longed to lurch forward and press his mouth against Hiccup's. He restrained himself; Hiccup needed to set the speed, and Jack was damn well going to let him.

Hiccup closed his eyes and leant forward, but neither were given the chance as a sudden force separated them, and the next thing Jack knew, he was being dragged up into the air, and tossed to the side.

Jack rolled as he landed, distributing the impact of the fall as he spun quickly to his feet. Hiccup had remained on the swing, but there was a huge form in-front of him, who had hold of each arm.

"Dagur!" Hiccup cried in surprise, and Jack froze.

"Hiccup!" Dagur cried, as if in anguish, "What the hell are you doing, brother!? I come by, and see this? Are you some sort of fag, Hiccup? Tell me you're not some sort of fag!" he shook Hiccup hard, like some rag doll.

"Hey, get the hell off him!" Jack shouted, advancing.

"Jack, don't!" Hiccup twisted around, his face fearful. Dagur dragged Hiccup off the swing, and as easily as if he weighed nothing, he pulled him and swung him around. Jack had a moment to embrace for impact, as Hiccup was thrown directly at him.

Jack anticipated the weight, and both boys tumbled to the floor, Hiccup putting out his hands to stop his fall. Jack, once again, fell back on his training and landed safely, distributing his weight, but above him, he heard Hiccup cry out in pain.

"I should have known! I should have known what you were!" Dagur advanced, "All this time, and I called you brother, and you're running around behind my back, some little faggot."

"Ah…" Hiccup moaned, rolling onto his back, away from Jack. He held his arm tightly to his chest, "Dagur…Calm down…We can…we can talk about this"

"Oh, I _am_ calm." Dagur advanced, "But there isn't going to be any talking Hiccup. Oh no, instead I am going to teach you both a lesson…" he reached into his pocket and pulled out a switch blade, "One day, you'll thank me for it."

* * *

><p>Zachary checked in at his apartment to see whether Jack and Hiccup were back, before following Rufus up to his own. This too was empty, and so the grown-ups moved to the kitchen, leaning against the kitchen isle as Rufus got them both a set of beers.<p>

"So…Good first date?" Rufus asked, leaning over the isle.

"You tell me." Zachary grunted, taking a long draught of beer.

"I should say so." Rufus glanced at the clock, "What time are the boys going to be back?"

"Jack's allowed out until nine, so he'll make the most of it." Zachary straightened.

"So…We have an hour and a bit to ourselves?" Rufus cooed, and Zachary looked away, rotating his beer bottle in his hands.

"Seems like."

"Well, what shall we do with that time?" Rufus asked slyly, and Zachary couldn't look at him. The apartment lights were dimmed appropriately, and there was a distinctive mood in the air.

"We could play scrabble?" Zachary suggested, and Rufus paused and laughed.

"Am I coming on too strong?" He asked, and Zachary raised an eyebrow.

"I've already had you ontop of me, half-naked. You kind of set the bar quite high for that." Zachary reminded, and Rufus shook his head.

"You are never going to live that down, are you?" He muttered, and Zachary took a long drink. "Alright, I get the hint. I'll stop pushing." Rufus finished his beer, and crossed around the isle toward the recycling bin. As he went past, Zachary grabbed him by the arm, and dragged him across, pushing him roughly against the kitchen counter.

Rufus grunted as his back hit the stone top, and then he grew still, Zachary leaning into him, pinning him in place. "I didn't say I wanted you to stop." Zachary said, almost darkly.

"No?" Rufus asked, his voice husky.

"Absolutely not." Zachary breathed out, his heart turbulent in his chest. He could feel his blood racing. Oh God, it had been so long since he'd touched anybody like this. He'd been _aching_ to feel Rufus beneath his hands since their encounter outside his apartment and by the heated look in Rufus's eye, the feeling was mutual.

Rufus slowly raised his hands, and brushed them up into Zachary's fringe, and then down the side of his face. Zachary leant into the touch, feeling as if he had been starved of affection. Rufus's hand settling behind his neck, his fingers hot and strong.

"Kiss me." Rufus instructed, and Zachary moaned. "Kiss me, or I am going to kiss you."

Zachary obeyed, and with a sudden force, as if they were being pushed together by gravity, their lips met.

It was like being electrocuted. The tension which had been building up in Zachary's stomach shot up through his chest, to the top of his head, then the whole way back down his body. He shuddered, his hands up around Rufus's face, one clenched in his hair. Rufus twisted one of his own hands in Zachary's shirt, and was tugged him harder forward.

After a good minute, they broke the kiss at last, each as breathless as the other. Rufus's lips were already red and a little swollen, there was a line of blush leading from one cheek to the other. The pair panted, staring at each other.

"…Wow." Zachary eventually managed to say.

"Wow." Rufus echoed softly.

"That…That was…"

"Yeah." Rufus swallowed, sucking in a deep breath. Zachary was suddenly overcome with a carnivorous desire to hoist Rufus up onto the counter, and take him there and then. The image was so strong in his head, it sent him reeling, his desire pumping through him. All of a sudden, he felt a little sick. "Hey?" Rufus asked gently as he exhaled sharply, shaking. "Hey?" Rufus repeated, and Zachary dropped his head against Rufus's shoulder, burying himself against him. Rufus slowly wound his arms around Zachary's back.

They remained like this, pressed into each other, their hearts racing, trapped in their own world. And then Toothless gave a sudden, terrible yowl and both jumped out of their skin.

"T-Toothless?" Rufus stuttered, craning his neck around to see the cat was up against the front door, it's back arched with agitation. Toothless yowled again, pacing back and forth, scratching at the door. "Toothless, what is it?"

The cat peered around, and then ran across, sinking his teeth into the hem of Rufus's trousers. "Toothless, what are you-"

The cat tugged at the clothing, and then released it, running back to the door with another awful yowl.

"I think he wants to go out."

"I think so too…" Rufus frowned deeply, "Toothless, is something wrong?"

The cat scratched urgently at the door, suddenly manic. The colour drained from Rufus's face, and starting forward, he opened the door. Immediately, the cat bolted. Zachary ran to the door.

"What are you doing!? He could get run over!"

"…Hiccup." Was all Rufus said, then without a word, he was chasing after the cat, Zachary close behind.

* * *

><p>Hiccup was panicking. Up above him, Jack was stood, fists raised and stance wide, and Dagur was laughing swinging his knife carelessly in the air.<p>

"Oh, you wanna fight? That's good. We can fight."

"Jack…"Hiccup panted, trying to struggle his way to his feet. His wrist was killing him, and the fall had jarred his prosthetic so that it wasn't sitting right on the leg. He reached down, trying to readjust it. "Jack, don't!"

"Oh no, Jack." Dagur wailed, mimicking Hiccup, "Do! Do!"

"You're insane." Jack muttered, but he kept his ground, standing between Dagur and Hiccup. Dagur threw back his head and laughed, drawing off on something that sounded close to a sob. Hiccup's skin shuddered, his hair standing on end. He tried to scrabble back, but one handed and with a dodgy leg, it was difficult.

Dagur spun the knife expertly in his hand, and Jack took a step back, closer to Hiccup, his hands raised. Hiccup pushed himself up and taking Jack's hand he both pulled himself up and dragged Jack back simultaneously. His prosthetic leg wobbled, and he fell against Jack, who took his weight, steadying him.

"Oh no, Hiccup." Dagur whistled, "Did you damage your leg? Have I hobbled you?"

"Can you run?" Jack hissed across to Hiccup, who shook his head. He certainly wouldn't be able to out-pace Dagur.

"You need to go." He urged Jack.

"I am not leaving you."

"Oooh Hiccup, I'm not leaving you!" Dagur clasped his hands together, "Well, that works just fine for me."

"Jack." Hiccup begged, trying to push the other away from him.

"No!" Jack insisted and Dagur cackled, and raised his knife.

And then, very suddenly, something very large and black came streaking out from the darkness, and launching itself off of the swing, crashed into Dagur, latching itself onto the offending wrist.

"Wha-ow! Ow!" Dagur howled, and Hiccup fell back, losing his balance as Jack pulled away, trying to avoid Dagur's swinging arm.

"Toothless!?" Hiccup gasped, as his cat scratched and tore into Dagur's wrist, until, unable to shake him free, Dagur dropped the knife in his hand.

"Stupid cat!" Dagur grabbing Toothless by the ruff and tried to rip him free. From over their shoulders, two figures came streaking across the park toward them.

"Jack! Hiccup!" Zachary shouted, as Dagur finally managed to pry Toothless free. He threw the cat to the side, but Toothless landed on all fours, and gave something close to a roar, back arched threateningly.

"Fucking-" Dagur lurched for his knife, but before he could do anything, Rufus had volted the playground fence and thrown himself straight at Dagur.

"Get the fuck away from my brother!" He drove the boy to the ground and the pair rolled. Zachary reached Jack and Hiccup.

"Dad?" Jack gasped.

"Are you both alright?" Zachary asked, dropping down to where they were both sat, stunned.

Dagur managed to kick Rufus off of him, both rolling away from each other and up to his feet. Hiccup watched, wide-eyed. Compared to Rufus, Dagur was significantly more muscular, with his rounded shoulder, but in that moment, Rufus, thin as he was, was a six-foot four tower of fury.

"Run home, Dagur or I swear to God…!" Rufus's voice boomed, and Dagur, despite himself, shrank back. Zachary, from beside the boys, also stood, his fists raised, a face of murder. Dagur looked between the pair, and then locked eyes with Hiccup.

"This isn't over!" he hissed, and then turning, fled, clinging to his bleeding arm. Rufus stayed in his spot until Dagur was out of sight, and then he turned and sprinted straight to Hiccup's side.

"Are either of you hurt? What the hell happened?" He demanded, dropping to their side.

"We met him in the cinema…He must have followed us here…" Jack managed to get out, "Hiccup's hurt."

"I'm…I'm fine." Hiccup winced, as Rufus reached across and took his wrist, examining it.

"Who was that lunatic?" Zachary asked evenly, one hand on Hiccup's back, and the other arm around Jack. Toothless came leaping over and jumped onto Hiccup's chest, head-butting him aggressively, to see if he was alright.

"Old family 'friend'…" Rufus spat, "I thought he was in jail."

"He got out." Hiccup said weakly, petting Toothless with his free hand. "I'm ok, Bud. I'm ok."

"How did you guys know to find us here?" Jack asked breathlessly.

"Toothless," Zachary informed, "Starting making such a racket. Rufus figured something was wrong, so we let him out and followed him."

"Hiccup, your cat is some sort of guardian angel." Jack flopped back with relief, and Hiccup buried his face into Toothless fur. He was shaking now, his stomach in a knot.

"Thanks Bud…Thank you." He whispered. Rufus released his wrist, clucking worriedly.

"I think it's just a sprain, but I'm going to take you to A&E. Jack, are you hurt at all?"

"I'm fine." Jack assured, "Thought we were goners there for a second, but other than that, peachy."

Hiccup was hauled to his feet, Zachary steadying him as he wobbled dangerously. "What do we do about Dagur?"

"I'm going to call the police." Rufus informed, digging his phone out of his pocket. Jack took Rufus's place at Hiccup's side, and Hiccup slid his arm over Jack's shoulder, grateful for the support. Toothless, curled his way between Jack's legs, purring loudly.

"So…Our date ended with a knife wielding lunatic." Jack said weakly, glancing across to Zachary as Rufus dialled nine-nine-nine. "…How did _yours_ go?"

Zachary huffed an exasperated laugh, and Hiccup dropped his head to the side against Jack's, and closed his eyes. They remained like this, until the sirens arrived.

* * *

><p><strong>Thanks for reading, and please review!<strong>


	5. Chapter 5

**Hi guys, sorry for the wait. **

**I hope you all enjoy this chapter. It was actually very difficult for me to write, emotionally. This is probably a very futile warning, but to any of my readers who too have lost a parent, this may bring up a few bad feelings. Then again, I may not have written the chapter well enough to induce anything of the sort, but thought I should say anyway.**

**Everybody, please enjoy and thank you again to everyone who reviewed. You have literally no idea just how much it means to me.**

* * *

><p>Rufus had been correct in his assessment, as after a several X-rays and a thorough examination, the Doctor's had concluded that Hiccup's wrist was badly sprained. They had put a splint on it, and bound it up, and Hiccup had been sent home with a few weeks worth of pain medication.<p>

He'd spent the Sunday afterwards, resting in the apartment, with Jack coming around to keep him company. A few policemen had shown up again, to get following statements, and Hiccup had even been paid a visit by Dagur's father who had apologised profusely. Hiccup felt rather sorry for the man: it can't have been easy having a son who was literally crazy.

Stoic, upon hearing the news, had made a great commotion about returning to England, and heading the search for Dagur himself. It had taken Hiccup and Rufus a long hour on the phone to finally convince him that everything was fine, and that he didn't need to return. Stoic wasn't happy with the arrangement, but he agreed not to rush back.

_"But if anything else happens with that crazy little bastard, I am coming home to beat his pasty little arse myself!"_ Stoic had added as a farewell threat, and Hiccup had actually felt better for his father's protectiveness.

The first few days back at school afterwards had felt a little strange. At first, people had taken very little interest in Hiccup's bound hand, but after Jack let slip that Hiccup had got it facing a berserker, the story had gathered notoriety.

Hiccup might have been uncomfortable with that, but for one detail Jack had chosen – and almost boasted – in his retelling. And that was that he and Hiccup had been coming home from a date together.

_"I'm sorry…I probably should have asked whether you wanted people to know we were dating or not before I outed you to the whole school…"_ Jack had apologised later, but Hiccup had been so happy to hear Jack announcing it with such pride, he had forgiven the entire thing.

News spread quickly that they were dating, and whilst it meant they occasionally they had a few choice words thrown at them when they were walking around school, for the most part it actually made them more popular. The senior girls called them 'adorable', and Jack's friends started to take more of an interest in Hiccup. It made Lunch time almost a little unbearable, but Hiccup was releaved that amidst the new armada of people who suddenly befriended them, his usual, faithful circle had remained.

_"I'm really happy for you, Hiccup. Seriously. You and Jack are great together._" Fishlegs had said, and even the Thorston twins, Ruff and Tuff had offered their congratulations…In their own peculiar way. At least, Hiccup assumed the assorted box of lizards and mice was meant to be positive…

It was never clear.

_"Those two are insane. I've shared three detentions with them so far. Never a dull moment."_ Jack was oddly delighted by the pair. _"Watching them is like watching animals in the jungle interacting with their reflection in a mirror for the first time."_

_"That…That is accurate."_

By the following Monday, Hiccup's wrist was feeling considerably better, and he'd stopped looking over his shoulder every second to see if Dagur was lurking in the corners. Rufus still refused to let him go to the park alone, accompanying Hiccup on his walks with Toothless, despite it taking a chunk out of his work day.

_"It's the least I can do for Toothless, after he saved you. Twice now."_ Rufus had said when Hiccup had tried to argue, and Hiccup had finally relented, still feeling guilty.

All in all, life was taking a more regular swing again, which was why when Hiccup woke up that morning, the compression in his chest he felt when he looked across and saw the date, was all the worse. He sat in bed a moment, waiting for something to happen; a crashing sadness, tears, a sense of something…It was raining lightly outside, but already the clouds were beginning to dissipate, promising another beautiful day.

Hiccup glanced over to the photograph of Valka on his desk. His mother smiled back at him, her eyes glossy in the picture, her hair flying in the wind. His father had taken it whilst they were on a cruise together, and Valka's face was tanned and glowing.

Hiccup forced himself out of bed, and having showered and changed, he went out into the living room.

Rufus was lying on the sofa, snoozing, a pile of papers on his chest from where he'd been reading them. Hiccup stopped to consider his brother. More and more, he had caught Rufus like this, dozing and nodding off during the day, rubbing his eyes between yawns.

_It's because he's spending all his time looking out for you, so he has to work late into the night…_

Hiccup thought guiltily, glancing down to his brother's knuckles. They were still a little scratched from his brief scrabble with Dagur. Hiccup had never seen Rufus wrestle anyone like that, and when he had noted Rufus's ferocity, Rufus had looked down at his damaged hands and simply said.

_"I wasn't thinking about what I would do if it actually came to a fight…I just had to get him away from you two. To be honest, Dagur would have probably beaten the living daylights out of me, so I'm somewhat glad he ran instead."_

"Rufus?" Hiccup leant forward and shook his brother's elbow. Rufus eyes flew open and he sat up sharply, blinking rapidly.

"Hm? What? I wasn't asleep." Rufus stated, his eyes wide, as if he were trying to will the sleepiness out. "Hiccup? Oh, sorry. Are you off to school?"

"Yeah." Hiccup came around the table and sat down. Rufus sat up, pushing the papers away. "Um…You know what today is, right?"

Rufus grew still, "Yes." He eventually said, "I know."

"And, my Dad isn't here so…I'm going stop by the shop on the way home from school, pick up the flowers." Hiccup clenched his hands together. "Will you meet me there?"

"I…" Rufus glanced down at the piles of work on his table. "Of course, Hiccup. I'll be there. Four o'clock sharp."

"Thanks…I know you're busy-"

"I'll be there." Rufus assured, and Hiccup felt a small weight lift off his chest. "Have you had breakfast?"

"I'm not really hungry."

"Hiccup," Rufus berated, and stood, wobbling a little, "Ach…pins and needles." He cursed, steadying himself, "You need to keep eating, especially at a time like this. Don't start getting any bad habits."

"Fine." Hiccup rolled his eyes, and crossing to the fruit-bowel, grabbed one of the bananas. "Happy?"

"Marginally." Rufus folded his arms, and Hiccup stooped down to give Toothless a hug before he left. The cat seemed a little on edge, and after giving Hiccup an affectionate meow of farewell, padded back over to Rufus, circling him. "Say hi to Jack for me!" Rufus called after Hiccup as he left.

"Will do!" Hiccup shouted back.

As per usual he met Jack in the lobby, and the pair made their way to school together, the rain stopping just in time as they stepped out. Jack peered into Hiccup's face as they walked, his eyes narrowed.

"Hey, is everything ok? You seem a little…Down?" He noted. Hiccup, who had been trying to force a smile, felt it lessen a little. Somehow, despite his efforts, Jack had sensed that something wasn't right.

"Yeah, I'm ok…It's just…" Hiccup sighed, "Today's the anniversary of my mum's death."

"Oh. Damn." Jack blinked, wincing, "I'm sorry, Hiccup."

"It's ok. It was a while ago now. But this is the first time I won't be with my Dad for it...Feels a little strange."

"You going to be alright?" Jack asked with concern, and Hiccup nodded.

"Yeah. I'm going to meet Rufus at the graveyard after school. It'll be fine, I'm just…It's just weird." Hiccup said slowly. He had always struggled to talk about it, not least because his father and he weren't very communicative on the subject, though Stoic had always made special attention not to erase Valka from their lives. He would speak of her often, which helped, but never of her death. Sometimes, even now, it still felt to Hiccup like she was alive…And the small, sharp sting that came with remembering her death never faded.

Jack took Hiccup's hand firmly, and Hiccup looked sharply up. Jack was smiling. "When you're done, why don't you come around ours? We can play some video games, or watch some crappy TV."

Hiccup felt his spirits lift a little at the invitation. "I'd like that."

The school day dragged on a little, and turned out not to be very good. During his first period, the teacher had them writing essays in absolute silence, and on a subject which was less than engaging. And then, before lunch, Hiccup's lab partner had ended up knocking an entire tray of beakers over, smashing them. When the teacher had looked over, he had assumed Hiccup was responsible, due to his 'balance issues' with the prosthetic. Hiccup, unwilling to rat the other student out, had kept his peace, and was forced to stay in the lab into lunch to clear up the mess.

By the time Hiccup was free, he only had time to grab a quick bite with Jack before class recommenced.

Then inbetween the last lesson, the Thorston twins had decided that today, of all days, would be a good one to steal Hiccup's prosthetic. Hiccup had been forced to hop angrily after them in an attempt to reclaim it, and was subsequently late for his final period and made to stay after-class to finish his work.

By the time he left the school that evening, he was in an absolutely foul mood. To make matters worse, having walked several streets out to go and collect them, the flower-shop had closed early before he could pick up the bouquet Stoic had pre-ordered.

Hiccup had stood outside the flower shop, his mouth agape in disbelief. "Are you serious?" He had demanded the 'Closed' sign, "Is today just 'Abuse Hiccup' day? What, do I have a giant 'Kick me' sign on my back, come on!"

The flowershop, despite his complaints, remained closed, and conscious that he was going to be late, Hiccup had turned tail and marched to the cemetery, empty-handed and feeling sick. He stopped on the way to pick a handful of daisies growing in the grass, but it was a poor substitute.

He arrived before Rufus, and picking his way across the wet grass – they had had another few showers, one of which Hiccup had been caught in –found Valka's grave.

"Hi Mum." He stopped in-front of it, and feeling awkward, laid the handful of half-crushed daisies on the polished stone. They looked pitiful, and at the first gust of wind, tumbled away. Hiccup watched, miserably.

Slowly, and with a huff, he sat down on the ground, forgetting about the rain. He gave a low groan as the wet seeped into his trousers. "This day literally couldn't get any worse." He moaned into his hands.

The graveyard was silent, even of birds, and Hiccup folded his arms around himself, waiting. It was usually sunny when they came, and though there was a little bit of light peering through the fleeting clouds, it seemed greyish and uninspiring. The air was heavy with heat, and uncomfortable, and Hiccup wished his father was there.

What would Stoic say when he found out that Hiccup hadn't even brought the flowers?

"Well, it was hardly my fault!" he told the grave, "I didn't ask the twins to steal my leg, and make me late for class, so that I'd be held behind. Hell, maybe the shop didn't even open today! Besides," he added bitterly, "if Dad wanted to deliver them, he should have brought them himself."

Immediately he felt guilty, his eyes up on the grave-stone. 'Loving Wife and Mother' it said, and Hiccup sighed heavily, dropping his chin against his chest. "I'm sorry Mum…I really messed up."

There came no response, and Hiccup sighed and checked the time. Rufus was late. He checked his phone for any messages, but there was nothing. He put it away and sat back, waiting.

And he waited.

After half an hour, he tried to call Rufus, but got no response. He walked the extent of the graveyard, from one side to the other, peering out every time he heard a car pass. His brother didn't come.

Another fifteen minutes, Hiccup tried to call again, on both mobile and land-line. He left a message on the answering machine.

It began to rain again, and Hiccup took shelter in the doorway of the church, though the building itself was locked up.

An hour and twenty minutes after arriving, Hiccup finally gave up, and wet and angry, he turned homeward, his stomach in knots. He got rained on, one more time, for good measure, and by the time he reached the apartment, his leg was aching, he was sweating from the heavy air, and he wanted to bury his face into a pillow and scream.

He made his way up to the apartment, and was greeted ecstatically by Toothless as he came in. The cat threw himself against Hiccup's leg, almost bowling him over. On the sofa infront, in the living room, Rufus was sat, head in his hand, speaking quickly into the phone.

"Alright," he sounded bitter, "Yes. _Yes_. It'll be done. Fine. _Good_ _day_." He hung up forcefully, and sighed. He glanced up and gave a start. "Oh, there you are Hiccup." He greeted, smiling, "Did you have a good day?"

It was more than Hiccup could take. "Are you," he managed to heave, "_seriously_ asking me that!?"

Rufus froze, taking in Hiccup's long, wet form. He frowned slowly, and it only made Hiccup angrier. Even with him stood there, sopping wet, Rufus still couldn't remember.

"Oh, you are. You're actually asking?" Hiccup's voice rose a tone, shaking. "Well, ok then, let's talk about my day, shall we? Let's see: I missed most of lunch because someone else was clumsy, and because of my 'false leg' I was blamed. Then I was late to my next lesson, because the twins thought it would be funny to play 'Cripple hop', and nobody – _nobody_ – stopped to help. So, because of that, I was late to the flower store, and it closed before I could get there." Hiccup inhaled deeply, "But you know what, all of that would have been fine, if when I actually turned up at the graveyard, _you were there_."

Rufus's face drained of colour. "Oh…" he managed to break out, "oh my God, Hiccup."

"I thought; maybe he's late." Hiccup continued, and it was like an unstoppable torrent, flowing out of his mouth. In that instant he resented everybody; his father for not being there, his brother for forgetting, and even Valka…for _dying_. "So I waited. I waited for an _hour_. And then I waited another twenty minutes, just to be sure. And then, when I finally get back, I come in and you ask me how my day was!?" Hiccup screwed his hands into fists, "Well it was _shit_, thanks Rufus."

Rufus didn't move. He opened and closed his mouth. Hiccup felt dangerously close to crying. Even with the tirade he was still angry, and it burnt through him with an uncomfortable strength. He didn't want to stop shouting; there were still words choking up into his mouth.

"Hiccup…" Rufus began.

"No," Hiccup silenced him, "How do you do that?" He demanded, "I – I genuinely need to know this, because I woke up this morning and felt…and felt so terrible, and it has been riddling me all day. And yet you, you somehow forgot. So tell me how; how do you forget the anniversary of your own _mother's_ death? How do you forget that; I need you to tell me."

He saw something angry flash in Rufus's eye. "Hiccup, I know your upset-"

"Oh! Is that what this is!?" Hiccup threw down his bag, "I'd barely noticed, between the feelings of disappointment and abandonment. You've been suffocating me all week, following me to the park, peering over my shoulder, but on the day that it _actually_ mattered, you didn't show up!?" Hiccup screwed his eyes closed. "Our mother _died_, and for one day of the year, you couldn't even be bothered to remember to go to her grave!? Our _mother!_"

"_Your_ mother." Rufus said, so softly it almost wasn't there.

Hiccup's words jolted to a stop in his throat, and he stared at Rufus in disbelief. There was something dark in Rufus's face, and angry. He pushed himself forward on the sofa a little, but didn't stand. His eyes were heavily circled, and Toothless gave an unhappy sound, pawing at Hiccup, and then running over to Rufus. The cat looking pleadingly up to his master, but Hiccup was too blind with rage to take notice.

"What did you say?" He demanded.

"I said, _your_ mother. Valka was your mother." Rufus's own voice was now trembling. "She gave birth to me, and then before I even had a chance to remember her, she left. You talk about being abandoned, Hiccup? Valka left before I could even walk. In the time she married your father, and had you, she called me _twice_. And then, when at last I got to know her, it was only because she was dying and wanted to clean up her conscience." His voice raised, something close to a shout. "You ask me how it is I don't feel? Let me tell you, Hiccup; it's because I have nothing to miss. You have an entire life-time of memories of her to mourn, and me? I get to mourn the life-time I had _without_. At least you _knew_ her!" Rufus was suddenly up on his feet. "So don't come in here, talking about abandonment! You have no idea about-"

Rufus cut himself off, his eyes wide. He blinked, tipping, and whatever colour was left in his face was suddenly gone. Hiccup barely had a moment to register what was happening before, with a small, almost frightened sound, Rufus's legs just gave way. His eyes rolled back and he crumbled into a heap.

"Rufus!" Hiccup dove forward to catch his brother, before Rufus's head could smack into the coffee table. Rufus was completely limp in his arms, and Hiccup struggled to hold him up, finally managed to negotiate him to the ground.

Once laid out, Hiccup dropped to his side, shaking him by the shoulders. His brother's eyes remained firmly closed, his face deathly white, and lips grey. "Rufus? Rufus!?" he called, but got no response. Toothless gave an anguished cry and jumped up onto Rufus's chest, licking his face desperately.

"Oh my God…" Hiccup fell back against the sofa, his heart racing. He swept his eyes down Rufus's body, but his mind was blank. "Oh God…what do I do? Rufus?" he begged, shaking his shoulder, "what do I do?"

Toothless yowled loudly into Hiccup's face and then turned tail and ran to the door, which Hiccup had left open behind him. Hiccup watched helplessly as his cat disappeared out into the corridor. "Toothless!" he shouted, but the cat was already gone. Hiccup blinked, panicking, torn between chasing after him, or staying by Rufus's side. He didn't move, his hands clenched on Rufus's shoulder.

Whatever Toothless was doing, Hiccup would just have to trust the cat would be alright.

* * *

><p>Zachary heard it first, the loud yowling outside the door. From inside his room, Jack stuck his head out, frowning.<p>

"Is that…?" He began.

"Sounds like Toothless." Zachary agreed, and closing his laptop lid, he crossed to the front door, and opened it to reveal the large cat sat outside, scatching furiously at the paint work. "What in the name of…?"

Toothless looked up at the pair and meowed loudly, lunging forward and sinking his teeth into the hem of Jack's trousers as the boy came to the doorway to look. Zachary blinked; Toothless had done the same thing with Rufus when Hiccup and Jack had been in danger.

"Toothless, what is it?" He asked urgently and the cat tugged at Jack's trouser leg and then turned and streaked back up toward the stairs. Jack and Zachary exchanged a look, and grabbing the keys, they pair followed quickly after up toward Hiccup and Rufus's apartment.

The door was ajar when they approached, and they saw Toothless run in, yowling urgently. Zachary shouted ahead.

"Hiccup, Rufus!? Is everything ok?"

There was a moment's pause, and then Hiccup's voice came, very frail. "…Help. Help, please."

Zachary's heart seized and Jack sprinted ahead, crashing into the apartment, Zachary close behind. On the floor infront of them, Hiccup was knelt looking helpless, beside Rufus, who was lain, still as death.

"Jesus!" Jack cursed and Zachary pushed past him and went to Rufus's other side.

"What happened?" he asked quickly. Hiccup was wide eyed, and looked like he was going into shock. His freckles stood out against his pallor, and he seemed unfocused. "Hiccup!" Zachary called him to attention.

"I…I d-don't know." Hiccup stammered, "We…We were arguing and then he just…he just fell." Hiccup's breath caught, "I…I didn't know…I didn't know what to do."

"Ok, it's going to be alright." Zachary immediately assured. He reached down and shook Rufus's shoulder firmly. "Rufus." He called, "Can you heard me?"

There was no response. Zachary immediately checked for Rufus's pulse, and for a terrible second couldn't feel anything. Then, slow but steady he found the pulse line on the wrist, and putting his face near Rufus's mouth, felt and heard the quiet, shallow breaths.

"Ok, Hiccup," Zachary straightened, "I need you to call an ambulance. Do you think you can do that?"

Hiccup nodded slowly, and Jack came and sat beside him in silent support as Hiccup struggled to get his phone out of his pocket and dial nine-nine-nine. His voice was shaking as he asked the dispatcher for an ambulance.

As Hiccup got put through, Zachary continued trying to try rouse Rufus, who remained disturbingly despondent. Zachary checked him for any signs of head-injury, but found no external damage. Hiccup got the emergency services on the line, and Zachary took the phone from him.

"Jack, go and take Hiccup to change out of those wet clothes." He ordered his son. "Hiccup, I've got this." He added as Hiccup made to object. "Go. It's ok."

Hiccup could barely stand, and slowly, with woolly limbs, managed to stumble off toward his bedroom, Jack at his side, murmuring words of comfort and support.

Zachary filled the service in with all of the details he could, and put Rufus into the recovery position, grabbing a pillow from the sofa, put it beneath Rufus's head, hoisting his legs up to let some of the blood run back up to the brain. After two minutes, it disturbed Zachary to see there was still no response from Rufus. Most people, if it were just a faint, would have recovered consciousness by now.

Whilst Zachary kept the line with the ambulance, Jack attended to Hiccup. The poor boy looked utterly shell-shocked, and was almost as pale as Rufus. Jack kept his voice low and calm, and after seeing him changed, he fetched Hiccup a glass of water and sat him down.

The ambulance service arrived quickly, and Zachary sent both boys down to guide them up. For the brief moment they were alone together, he leant down to Rufus, stroking his cheek.

"If you can hear me, hang in there. Help is almost here."

Toothless curled up around Rufus's head and purred comfortingly. Zachary stepped back and out of the way as the paramedics arrived, immediately getting to work.

They asked questions, and Zachary answered them where he could, taking the pressure off Hiccup who, though looking a little surer on his feet now, still seemed fragile. Jack had not let go of his hand, and Hiccup was holding his fingers in an iron-like grip.

"How long has he been like this?" The paramedic closest to them inquired.

"About…E-eight minutes." Hiccup managed to get out. The paramedic exchanged glances, one of them holding up an IV of fluids.

"Ok, his heart-rate is too slow," They eventually said, "We're going to need to get him to the hospital."

Hiccup made an uncomfortable sound in his throat, his breathing fast. Zachary put his hand on the boy's shoulder and gripped it tightly. The paramedic looked worriedly between them all.

"I'm afraid you're not all going to fit in the ambulance."

"We'll follow from behind." Zachary informed, and the paramedics nodded among each other, and prepping Rufus for travel, they got him loaded onto a gurney and hurried out of the apartment. Toothless attempted to follow, but Hiccup grabbed the cat, holding him tightly.

"No, Bud. You need to stay here." Hiccup hugged the creature, who gave him a worried look, blinking. "You've been trying to tell me this was going to happen, haven't you…? Trying to warn me." Hiccup swallowed, "I'm so sorry, I didn't listen."

"You couldn't have predicted this." Zachary comforted, "fetch your things. I'll bring the car up and around and meet you both in the lobby in a minute."

He shot Jack a quick look, ordering him silently to stick to Hiccup's side. Jack nodded; even without the request, there would been nothing which could tear Jack away from the other boy now.

Once again, Zachary flared with pride. All fooling and pranking aside, when it came down to it, Jack had a heart entirely of gold.

The drive to the hospital was short, but the traffic obscene. The ambulance was able to pass through with relative ease, but they were delayed by several long minutes. By the time they made it to the hospital, they couldn't be sure which of the ambulances had carried Rufus in.

Hiccup had attempted to call his father on the journey over, but hadn't been able to get through. Even in the heat of the day, he looked cold.

It took a little while to find Rufus when they reached the hospital, and having filled out the medical forms, the group were made to sit in the waiting area, kicking their legs. Zachary went immediately to the drinks machine, and despite the heat, he bought the pair of them a hot-chocolate each.

"Thanks…" Hiccup managed to get out, cradling his drink. He needed the sugar. Zachary sat beside them quietly, allowing Jack to take the lead on the comfort. Hiccup was leant into the boy, and though expressionless, he seemed to be hanging on to every word Jack said.

Eventually, unable to dispel his own nervous energy, Zachary got up again and paced to the end of the corridor, trying to see what he could find out.

They remained like this for another good long while, Zachary periodically stopping at the nurses' station to ask if they had any news. He knew he was being a nuisance, but he got the feeling that any longer in limbo, and Hiccup was going to break down. The kid really didn't deserve this.

And Zachary himself couldn't take much more of the silence either.

Finally a doctor appeared, asking for the family of Rufus Merle. Hiccup was on his feet so fast, he almost spilled his drink. The Doctor eyed the teenage boy. "You're the family?"

"I'm his brother." Hiccup said, with as much authority as he could manage, and Zachary came and stood behind Hiccup. The Doctor glanced up at him, and Zachary narrowed his eyes. The Doctor nodded.

"Your brother is alright," he informed, "He woke up a short while ago, but he's resting now."

"What happened, what's wrong?" Hiccup asked, his voice tight.

"He was extremely dehydrated, and malnourished." The Doctor informed, and a dark, knowing feeling settled in Zachary's stomach. Hiccup shook his head.

"Ma-malnourished?"

The Doctor made a sympathetic sound, "Son-"

"Hiccup." Hiccup informed, "My name is Hiccup."

The Doctor blinked a few times, "Hiccup," he corrected, "When was the last time you saw your brother eat anything?"

"This morn-" Hiccup cut himself off, and frowned. "Last night…No…I…" the frown deepened. "He said that he…But I never actually saw…" his voice trailed off. "I don't know." He looked up at the Doctor, horrified. The Doctor sighed, knowingly.

"He is significantly underweight for his size," The Doctor clasped his hands together. "We've seen this kind of thing before, and fear that your brother may be a long-time sufferer of an eating disorder."

Zachary closed his eyes. He had suspected, but to hear it said made his throat close up. He should have acted, he should have done something, not waited to see whether Rufus would open up about it. He cursed himself.

"But…But he's always cooking meals, and he's…He keeps telling me to eat healthily, and he wouldn't even let me skip breakfast." Hiccup was talking fast, "An eating disorder? Like anorexia?"

"It something which may need to be explored." The Doctor said gravely.

"God…How did I not see it…?" Hiccup almost slumped. "He's always…he's…"

"Many sufferers are good at hiding what they're doing and going through." The Doctor immediately comforted, "But now we've seen the warning signs, something may be done about it."

Hiccup nodded, "Can…Can I see him?"

"He was getting a little panicked, so we gave him a sedative to help him calm down. He's asleep." The Doctor nodded, "We're keeping him in overnight for observation. We need to keep an eye on his heart; he's put a lot of strain on it. Follow me."

The group quietly trudged after, until they reached a small hospital room. Rufus was lane in the bed closest to the door. His complexion had improved a little, but the context of the hospital bed made everything appear worse. Hiccup went slowly to his side, taking his hand. Rufus's breathing was long and even.

"I'm so sorry…" Hiccup whispered, "I'm so sorry for shouting, and blaming you…I should have known something was wrong. I'm so sorry." He bowed his head.

"Visiting hours are unfortunately over," The Doctor warned, "But you are welcome to come back tomorrow."

"Give the kid a minute." Zachary muttered sternly over to the Doctor, shooting him an absolutely filthy look.

"I can't leave." Hiccup panicked, "What if he wakes up? He'll be all alone!"

"Hiccup," Jack came to his side, "It's ok."

"It's not ok. This is my fault!" Hiccup cried, disturbing several of the other patients in the room, who looked up, craning their necks to see what was happening. One shushed them, but Hiccup seemed unaware. His eyes were glazed. "I've been living with him for almost two weeks! How did I miss this? He was _starving_ himself!?"

"Hiccup," Zachary reached forward and firmly took by the boy by the arms. He bent forward so they were head height. "Take a deep breath." He ordered, in a voice that said 'No arguments'. Hiccup did as he was told. "Good. Now listen to me, this isn't your fault. Not in the least. It's just something which we are all going to have to deal with. But for the moment, the best thing you can do for Rufus is to leave him in the care of the professionals, and look after yourself. You know the first thing Rufus is going to be worried about is you, so you need to keep calm. Do you understand?"

Hiccup nodded slowly.

"Good. Now, I'm going to take you home, alright? I want you to collect some things from the apartment, and then you are going to come and sleep over at ours. Bring Toothless with you."

"You don't have to-"

"I am _not_ leaving you alone in that apartment." Zachary said, in no uncertain terms. "You are going to stay with us. Then tomorrow you are going to go to school – ah!" he held up his finger as Hiccup made to object, "You are _going_ to school. Nothing good will come of you sitting around and dwelling. At the end of the day, I will come and pick you up from the school gates, and I will bring you here. Alright?" he squeezed Hiccup's shoulder, "We're going to take care of him, together. I promise. You are not alone."

Hiccup's eyes were wide, and then his expression broke in a mixture of pain and relief, and he bowed his head with gratitude and nodded.

"Alright, let's go." Zachary turned him around and pushed him toward the door. Jack came to his father's side, his lip between his teeth. "He's going to need you." Zachary whispered, and Jack nodded.

"I know." He went ahead and once more took Hiccup's hand. Zachary thanked the doctor, and then went to briefly Rufus's side. On the bedside table was a small note-pad and pen. Zachary scrawled a quick message, and left it, standing up and folded, so that Rufus would see it when he woke up.

We've got Hiccup. He's alright. Rest up, we'll be back tomorrow.  
>Arlen<p>

"I'm going to take care of him." Zachary whispered softly to the sleeping man. He squeezed his hand. "And then I'm going to take care of you, you absolute idiot."

* * *

><p>It didn't take long for Hiccup to gather his things from the apartment. Toothless had run circles around him the moment he'd stepped in, and Hiccup had picked up the cat and hugged him tightly.<p>

"Hey Bud, we're going to go stay downstairs for the night, ok?"

Jack had helped Hiccup carry everything down, and then, because all of them were too exhausted to even contemplate cooking, Zachary opted that they should order pizza and watch a movie. Hiccup knew the man was trying his hardest to make the place comfortable and ease some of the tension, and for that he was extraordinarily grateful.

Whilst they waited, Hiccup tried to get on with his homework. It was difficult to concentrate, and after half an hour of staring at the same page, he gave in, and put it away. Toothless curled up on his lap, a heavy and familiar weight.

"That cat is really something else." Zachary noted. "I feel like we should hold a party for him."

"You and me both." Hiccup slowly stroked Toothless's head. He couldn't imagine what he would have done without the cat, other than being dead two-times over.

"Ok, we've narrowed the videos down," Jack held up a set of DVD's, "It's either between 'Drop Dead Fred', 'Monty Python and the Holy Grail' or 'Death at a Funeral' – the original _English_ one." Jack added for good measure. "Your choice Hiccup."

Hiccup gave a limp smile, "I'm…I'm not sure. Whichever one you guys think is bed. I've never seen Holy Grail so-"

Zachary snatched the DVD up straight away, "That's settled then."

"Dad, just because he hasn't seen it, doesn't mean he wants to." Jack complained.

"It is no longer a matter of choice. Hiccup must be educated." Zachary said seriously, and for the first time Hiccup managed a small laugh.

The movie turned out to be the perfect choice; mindless, very silly and totally ludicrous in places, it was just right for Hiccup who wasn't able to invest more than a little concentration into anything. For a short period, he was able to suspend himself from the terrible events of the day, and enjoy the pizza and television.

When the movie ended, they flicked through the TV and watched a double bill of QI, eating ice-cream and exchanging light chatter.

When 11:00 struck, Zachary declared that it was time for them to get to bed. They set up a mattress on the floor beside Jack's bed, and found a few spare pillows and a duvet. Zachary bid them both goodnight, and Jack made a rueful joke about Zachary not staying up too late himself.

"But then when am I supposed to do my crime fighting?" Zachary had asked, appalled, and switched off the light. "Get some sleep. I'll see you both in the morning."

Hiccup lay down, bone-weary and feeling infinitely heavier than he had that morning. The darkness pressed down on him, and in the absence of light and bright noise, the events of the day slowly crept back over him, like little night demons.

"Hiccup?" Jack called into the dark, his voice hushed.

"Yes?" Hiccup murmured into his pillow, wide-awake in his exhaustion. He heard the boards of Jack's bed shift, and the next second, the mattress behind him dipped, and Jack had slipped into the bed beside him. Hiccup turned, and wordlessly, buried himself against Jack.

They lay like this, their foreheads touching, Toothless curled at the bottom of the bed, purring very faintly.

"It's going to be ok." Jack whispered, running his hands up through Hiccup's hair. Hiccup knew he had worried both Jack and Zachary that evening, barely able to force out more than a few words, trapped in a self-imposed solitude. But after his out-pour at Rufus there just didn't seem to be any words in him left. He kept replaying it in his head, the empty grave-yard, his angry tirade and then the moment Rufus had just dropped. It went like a vicious cycle: the anger, the horror, and then the guilt, around and around. Every time Hiccup closed his eyes he could see his brother in the hospital bed, unmoving and silent.

Just like Valka had been at the end. Unmoving and silent.

"Hiccup," Jack's hands were steady against Hiccup's face. Hiccup's fingers clenched tighter into Jack's t-shirt, holding him firmly. His wrist, he realised, was aching. He must have jarred it when he caught Rufus, and he'd forgotten to take his painkillers. Despite the pain, Hiccup couldn't make himself lessen his grip. He felt like, if he did, he would slip away, like an unmoored boat onto the river. Jack made small sounds of concern, somehow intune with Hiccup, as if he could read the current of his thoughts. "Hiccup, talk to me. Please."

Hiccup bit his lip. Alone as they were in the bedroom, the light out, with only the faint aquatic glow of Jack's fish-tank close by, he felt cocooned. Where the emotional and physical exhaustion of the day had muffled him into silence, Hiccup actually felt protected now. Here, whatever he said could be heard by nobody else; only Jack. Here, he could confess.

"I was yelling at him…" He managed to stay, "He…He was meant to meet me at the grave, and he didn't…I was so angry. Angry at my Dad for going away, and Rufus for not turning up. I didn't stop to think about how anybody else felt. I just wanted someone there to comfort me. I was so selfish."

"No, Hiccup." Jack stroked his hair, "That's not selfish, it's just grief."

"I know she wasn't perfect…My mum…She left Rufus when he was a baby, but he still forgave her…I watched her die, but I never thought about how that would feel for him...To lose someone when you've only just gotten the chance to know them. When there's still so much you should have done. Is it worse, or better?"

"I don't think you can quantify that."

Hiccup gripped Jack's arm. His chest had felt like there were stones slowly being pilled inside, but for the first time some of that pressure was released. And with it, with this small relief, the tears finally came.

"When he fell…I was so scared."

"I know."

"I kept thinking…what if…what if the last words we said…were in angry?"

"Hiccup, you can't think like that."

"I said such hateful things, after everything he's done…I let one bad day blind me." Hiccup couldn't stop it anymore. The tide of grief rose up through his throat, tears spilling freely. He cried openly, unwilling to let go of Jack long enough to wipe his face. The tears gathered in the sockets of his eyes, and spilled in a long line onto the pillow. "I just…" he choked, and it felt like his chest was stuttering, "I just really, _really_ miss my Mum."

Jack hugged him fiercely and Hiccup sobbed loudly, heaving with the sudden force of his grief. Had he really had this all trapped inside of him? This excruciating pressure building up throughout the day. Hiccup cried louder into Jack's shoulder.

"I don't want to lose Rufus too." He wailed, "I can't-…I can't-…!"

Jack didn't speak. There were no words of substance, nothing of comfort he could vocalise which couldn't be said better by the firm grip of his arms. Hiccup was tethered by those arms, and when at last the storm had passed and he was able to muffle down his cries again, he lay quiet in Jack's embrace.

They gazed at each-others, Jack's pale eyes almost glowing in the light of the fishtank. Hiccup blinked slowly, his face still wet. Neither of them spoke, tangled in each-other, locked in this secretive hold. Hiccup exhaled slowly, in relief. He hadn't realised how much he needed to cry.

No, that was wrong.

He hadn't realised how much he needed Jack to be there when he cried.

Jack slowly reached up to Hiccup's face, and swept the pad of his thumb gently along the cheeks, wiping away the stray tears. Hiccup sighed again, the tension leaving his body. They kept their eyes on each other.

Hiccup realised he suddenly couldn't imagine what his life had been like before Jack was in it. The times merged into one pool of memory, and Hiccup knew with a grave certainty then that – for the miniscule time they had shared – he wanted to be with Jack for the rest of his life.

Jack's eyes shone, so soft and bright, like little moons catching the light. Very slowly, Hiccup leant forward. He brushed the tip of his nose against Jack's, and then with a feather-light touch, pressed his lips up to Jack's. Jack didn't move, his mouth soft. Hiccup did it again, applying more pressure into the kiss. Jack's lips twitched beneath his, a small, soft invitation for more. The kiss deepened, Jack tilted his head, his hand coming down to Hiccup's chin, so that he could negotiate his face closer.

After a minute they broke apart, and Hiccup rested his head back against the pillow. Jack's hand didn't leave his face.

"Thank you…" Hiccup whispered, his eyes falling closed. He felt Jack lean in, and plant the ghost of a kiss on his forehead.

"Go to sleep." Jack instructed, and Hiccup, heavy now with relief, turned around so that his back was pressed into Jack's chest, and did just that.

* * *

><p><strong>And yes, to all of you who were wondering why I broke up the kiss last chapter, this is why! <strong>

**Thank you all for reading, and please, please, please leave a review. **


	6. Chapter 6

**Aaaaand, after much delay, here it is. Thank you to everyone who reviewed; was much appreciated. **

**Warnings for slight sexiness in this chapter, but nothing graphic.**

* * *

><p>Zachary had ended up driving Hiccup and Jack to school. Hiccup, who had finally managed to get in-contact with his father, still looked totally drained and exhausted, though he was able to smile a little more sincerely at breakfast, and even made a couple of jokes. Jack was attentive, but not smothering, and Toothless followed Hiccup everywhere he went, jumping onto his lap the moment he sat down, and licking his face or hands every-time his expression fell.<p>

_"I think he's planning on following you into school again._" Jack had joked, and Hiccup and held the cat at arm's length, looking him in the eye.

_"It's ok Bud. I'm not going in alone. You don't need to worry."_

Hiccup had offered to bring Toothless back upstairs, but Toothless seemed to have made himself at home in the new apartment, so Zachary was happy to let him stay.

He dropped the pair off at the school gate, and promised he would be there promptly after school to take Hiccup to the hospital. "That's if he's still there."

"Thank you for this…For everything." Hiccup gathered his books from the backseat where he'd placed them next to him. "I don't know what I can ever do to repay you."

"You can get to class on time, and take care of yourself today." Zachary replied, "Try to keep busy, alright?"

Hiccup nodded, "If-"

"-there are any changes, I will call you." Zachary promised, "Don't worry. I gave my number as the emergency contact, so I'll be first to know if there's a problem. You will be second."

Hiccup nodded again, hesitating. Zachary knew that there wasn't a further thought from Hiccup's mind than school, but it would have been pointless to let Hiccup stay at home. The boy was in shock, but with things as they were, he needed to be surrounded by people and noise. Otherwise, Zachary suspected, Hiccup's worry would consume him.

"He thinks too much." Jack mumbled as Hiccup turned and started toward the school.

"Yes. He does. Take care of him." Zachary replied faintly.

"Don't need to tell me. See you later, Dad." Jack gathered his own things, and ran after Hiccup, joining him. Zachary watched the pair fondly, before a four-by-four behind him beeped impatiently and he was forced to pull off from his spot and move on, before he was rammed by an angry school-mum.

He headed back to the apartment, to get some emails done. He had cancelled all of his meetings for the day, and cleared his schedule, so that he could be on-call if anything happened, but between that he still planned on getting a little done.

Mostly because if he didn't, he would go spare.

Toothless proved to be excellent company, and in Hiccup's absence, used Zachary as a scratching post, purring and tugging at his clothes playfully. Zachary petted him fondly. "You know, I never thought about getting a cat myself…Didn't seem right to keep one in an apartment, but you're starting to change my mind." He lifted Toothless up onto his lap, the cat turning so that it was facing his open laptop. It swatted a few of the keys, meowing with fascination.

-Please inform James that I will make up for the lost hours tomorrow morning, and that I am continuing to look through the case-notes he left for me on Tuesday. All being well I should be back togjhjh8j hkjkkllkkkkkj kjjjjjjnjhkjjjjh6564555rhtyhhnbbbbb bbbvb bv bv bv hnnbv bv bvbv

"Thank you Toothless," Zachary read over the amendments the cat has made to his email. "I think that improves it – oh, no wait, no don't!" He reached forward, but too late to stop Toothless pressing his paw on the mouse-pad, and somehow sending the email and closing the browser. "Well. My assistant is going to think I've had a stroke now." Zachary sighed, flopping back into his seat as Toothless turned, eyes half-lidded with a strange satisfaction. "We could never get a cat, could we? Nothing would ever quite match up to you, eh Toothless."

Toothless blinked slowly in agreement and Zachary snorted and, reopening his email send a follow up one saying –

Sorry. The Cat stepped on the keyboard. I'll be in tomorrow. Only call me if it's urgent.  
>Thanks again,<p>

A. Zachary

"Right, you little imp." He closed his computer down, "I guess that was your subtle way of telling me to stop working."

The cat head-bumped him, the purring getting louder.

"Alright then," Zachary checked the clock. Visiting hours at the hospital would be open soon. Zachary wondered how they'd feel if he brought Toothless along with him. "I mean, they have guide dogs, don't they?"

Toothless drew back and stared, suddenly very still. Zachary shrugged.

"Yeah…You're probably right. They wouldn't let you in. You going to be ok in the apartment on your own?"

The cat jumped off his lap and did a quick circle, before sitting, perfectly poised. How did it manage to say so much without speaking?

"Yeah, you say you're going to be good, but if I come back and find that you've eaten Jack's fish…" Zachary rose and the cat tipped its head to the side, perfectly innocent. "Alright then. I'm trusting you Toothless. You man the fort. I'm going to go and see how Rufus is doing."

The Cat meowed loudly in approval and Zachary stooped one last time to rub his ears before heading out to the car-park.

The drive to the hospital was considerably quicker than the day before, with the roads a great deal clearer. He found a parking spot and strolled up to the reception, tugging at his collar. It was turning out to be another hot-day, and he was sweltering in his long-sleeves.

He stopped by the nurses' station, and even without asking, they knew who he was. A lot of the same people were still on duty from the previous day, and Zachary had clearly made enough of a nuisance of himself to be remembered.

"Thank God you're here." The oldest of the staff said. She was a matriarchal looking woman, who clearly had many years of experience beneath her, and had probably seen a few generation of pompous Doctor's through. "He's trying to check himself out. We want him to speak to a specialist first, but he's already got all his things to go. You're his…boy-friend, aren't you?" She said, with a little difficulty.

"I'm his…" Zachary drew off. Neighbour? Friend? Brother's boy-friend's father? "I'm his something." He eventually settled. "What can I do?"

"We're delaying his release papers…" She glanced down to a set which were stacked on her desk, "But we can't hold them for much longer."

"I'll talk to him." Zachary assured, and he swiftly made his way toward where Rufus had been left the previous day.

True to what the nurses said, he was out of bed, dressed and looked like he was getting ready to leave. The rest of the room was mostly empty, but for a bed in the far-corner, where an old man was still sleeping peacefully.

"So, heard you were going on an adventure?" Zachary announced himself and Rufus jumped and whirled around. He looked a little unsteady on his legs, and Zachary's chest tightened. "Is there room for one more, on your quest?"

"Arlen," Rufus's face split with such a warm smile it took the breath out of Zachary's lungs.

_That smile_, Zachary realised, _That's the smile he uses to make us all believe everything is alright. That's the smile that hides problems._

"How are you feeling?"

"So much better." Rufus sat on the bed, making it look casual, though Zachary suspected it was more to do with the fact Rufus didn't have the energy to stay up on his feet without shaking. "I found your note…How can I ever thank you enough for taking care of Hiccup? Is he alright?"

"He's fine. I dropped him off at school a couple of hours ago."

"Thank God." Rufus exhaled, patting his chest in relief. "I…I need to speak to him. I was going to head home now, be there when he gets back…"

"He'll be very relieved to see you back in the apartment." Zachary sauntered over slowly, "He'll be less relieved to know you left the hospital against medical recommendation."

Rufus's face turned sour, "Oh, they want to keep me in to see somebody about something ridiculous. It's a complete waste of time, and they really do have more pressing cases to deal with." Rufus shook his head, his voice a little high-pitched. "Honestly, a man gets a little heat-stroke and they hook you up to a heart-monitor and want keep you in for a week of surveillance."

"Heat-stroke?" Zachary raised his eyebrow. "Is that what it was?"

"I know, I don't usually suffer from the heat…I'm actually pretty good with it normally, but these apartments do get very warm and I clearly hadn't drunk enough."

"Oh," Zachary nodded knowingly, "See, I thought that the heart-monitoring had something to do with you being grossly underweight, and malnourished putting an incredible strain on your cardiac system."

Rufus grew very still. Zachary towered over him, his arms folded. "They told you that?" Rufus managed to get out.

"Yes, they did, and quite a few things clicked into place, Rufus."

"It's just my build." Rufus refused to look him in the eye, "I'm thin. I can't help it. I have a high metabolism."

"Rufus," Zachary said softly, "Nobody thinks less of you because of this."

"Oh shut up." Rufus snapped and stood, "Don't say it, alright? Don't you _dare_ say it."

"You're anorexic." Zachary told him, plainly.

"I am _not_ anorexic." Rufus spluttered, furious. "I'm a twenty-eight year old-"

"-Doesn't come with an age limit-"

"-Man-"

"-Not gender specific-"

"-who literally gives _no fucks_ about his weight. I _know_ I'm thin. If anything, I'm self-conscious of it. I am not out to make myself any thinner." Rufus's voice rose, "So don't belittle the struggle of real sufferers by lumping the word 'anorexia' to define a guy who has just passed out a couple of times."

"A couple?" Zachary frowned deeply, and Rufus froze, realising he'd said too much. "This has happened before?"

Rufus mind was whirling, desperately trying to scrabble together something coherent to say. Zachary waited. "Fine," Rufus admitted, sitting once more. "I'm not particularly healthy sometimes. And yes, I put myself under too much stress, and occasionally I skip meals…Look, I had a few problems with this when I was a kid. I've seen the 'Eating Disorder' system, ok. I know what it looks like, but I'm really…I'm really…fine…" Rufus trailed off, knowing that Zachary didn't believe a word he said. Zachary sat down in the visitor's chair slowly.

"Rufus," he clasped his hands together. He wanted to reach forward and take Rufus's fingers, but sensed that that wouldn't be welcome in that moment. "You didn't just faint, yesterday, alright? You were out _cold_. We couldn't wake you up. Hiccup was absolutely beside himself."

Rufus flinched.

"And me?" Zachary continued, "…You scared the shit out of me, Rufus. When I came in and saw you lying on the floor, face so white you looked like something dead…There was a genuine moment when I thought we'd lost you. I couldn't find your pulse for a second there, it was so weak and slow."

Rufus bit his lip, his eyes firmly set against the wall. His shoulders were trembling.

"So don't give me any of that metabolism bullshit," Zachary could feel his anger getting the better of him. He had promised himself he would keep his temper even, had promised himself he would be kind and patient, but suddenly the fear of the previous day was catching up with him. He could see it all over again, Hiccup kneeling beside Rufus, clutching his limp shoulders, a look of abject panic in his face. And Rufus…Grey-lipped, still as stone, barely breathing. "You didn't just 'skip a couple of meals', ok? _I_ skip a couple of meals. I've never passed out stone-cold and had to be rushed into hospital!"

"I would have been fine…" Rufus tried to say, "If you'd given me a minute…I would have woken up on my own."

"Maybe," Zachary threw his hands in the air, "Maybe you would have! And none of us would have been any the wiser. And then the next time, Rufus? What about the next time? When you're heart just gives out, and Hiccup comes home to find you lying dead on the bedroom floor?"

"It wasn't…it wasn't that bad…"

"This time!" Zachary grabbed him by the shoulders, "This time; you've come out of this unscathed, and we have been given the opportunity to address this problem. But next time, Rufus…God almighty, we cannot let there be a next time."

Rufus clenched his jaw. "It just…" he squeezed his eyes closed, ducking his head. He looked incredibly small then, and Zachary felt his heart shattering. "I know…" He managed to force out. "I know…"

Zachary slowly released him and sat back. "You've had to deal with this before, haven't you?"

Rufus gave a shallow nod. "I-…I went through the same thing when I was in secondary school, during my final exams…Spent the summer before Uni in the hospital. Drove my parents crazy with worry…But they couldn't understand…Nobody understands."

"It gives you a sense of control." Zachary said softly and Rufus looked up very sharply. His eyes grew wide, and then narrowed, as tears sprang to them.

"I was so stressed," his voice shook, "It felt like an achievement…They all called me this genius, they all expected me to…to do so well…But I didn't feel like a genius. I didn't feel special. It was driving me insane…But when I didn't eat…When I was able to hold out on a meal, and finish all of my work first…I felt accomplished. It's so stupid." He tore his eyes away, covering his face, "I know it's stupid. I studied biology, I know how the body works, and starving myself was totally detrimental, but…"

"But it made you feel powerful."

"Yes!" Rufus said angrily, "It did. I could do what nobody else could do. Do an entire piece of course-work without breaking once for food; not once! When others had to munch and chew their way through it. I _was_ special. I started to believe that again…It made me feel confident. That's all…" Rufus grew quiet. Zachary waited, letting him gather the courage to continue. "…But it got out of hand…" Rufus eventually managed to say, "I started to regard eating as a form of failure. I pushed myself to go for longer stints. I wore my hunger like a badge of honour. The weight-loss was inconsequential to me, so words like anorexia…It never even occurred. But I knew. I knew I had a problem." He wiped his face, and ran his hand up through his hair, pulling aggressively at his fringe.

"And you got help."

"It was exhausting." Rufus whispered. "Got help…Like they fattened me up and everything was ok again. Like I had a cold, and got better…Oh, I went through the whole system. I got my body-weight back up, rebuilt my shattered confidence, managed to get healthy enough to start Uni…"

"But it never went away." Zachary murmured knowingly.

"I kept it under control for _ten_ years." Rufus said with frustration. "So when I starting skipping breakfast again, I thought…I thought it wouldn't be same. That I was older now. That I could control it. But instead here I am again, right back at the beginning, and nothing has changed. I'm just as useless as I was before."

"No, Rufus."

"Yes." Rufus insisted, "I fucked up. I'm meant to be taking care of my little brother, and I can't even take care of myself. He had to bring me into hospital – he's _sixteen_! How screwed up is that? I'm an utter failure."

"Don't say that."

"It's true!" Rufus bellowed, "I _really_, _really_ fucked up! And I know what I have to do…I know…But I didn't want to admit it. Because the prospect of doing it all again…I…I…"

"Rufus…" Zachary quietly reached for his hand. He took it hesitantly and Rufus seemed surprised. Zachary squeezed his fingers, and Rufus's expression shattered.

"…I'm just…" He suddenly sobbed, and Zachary leant forward and grabbed him as Rufus broke into sudden, violent tears. "I'm s-so tired." He cried, "I'm…I'm just so t-tired."

Zachary didn't say anything, holding Rufus tightly as he wept into Zachary's chest, his hands twisted into the shirt, holding it like a life-line. Zachary rubbed his back, long sweeping motions up and down, to help Rufus get the rhythm back for his breathing. He did the same for Jack whenever he had a nightmare.

They remained like this until Rufus ran out of energy, and the crying ceased. He sagged against Zachary, looking close to passing out. "Hey, it's alright. I've got you."

"I'm sorry…" Rufus slurred, his face wet and red, eyes swollen.

"No, no, don't apologise." Zachary comforted, "Don't apologise. Everything is going to be alright."

Rufus sniffed and gave a watery smile. It reached his eyes. "How do you know that?"

"Because it's got to be. I have to believe it will be." Zachary whispered and Rufus nodded. He wiped his eyes and sat back, exhaling.

"I'll stay and see the specialist. Organise therapy and sessions, or whatever…" He finally agreed. "But afterwards, I want to go home."

"I'll drive you." Zachary offered quietly. Rufus gave a soft laugh.

"This got intense real quick, didn't it?"

"With us," Zachary shrugged, "I don't think it was ever going to be casual."

"No…" Rufus agreed softly. "I guess not."

* * *

><p>Jack found Hiccup in the library during the lunch break. The boy had not met him in their usual spot outside the lunch hall, and after twenty minutes, Jack had managed to slip past their group of friends and go looking.<p>

"Hey," he called softly, and Hiccup looked up from the book he was seemingly engrossed in. It was an encyclopaedia, and the perfect size for hiding behind. Hiccup smiled guiltily, ducking his head.

"Hi."

"Can I join you?" Jack pointed to the empty seat beside Hiccup. Hiccup closed the book and nodded, and Jack slipped in beside him. "So…Are you hiding from me, or…?"

"No," Hiccup sat up a little straight, raising his hands, "No, no, of course not…I just didn't…You know."

"Feel like facing the crowd." Jack guessed, "Yeah. They can be a little overwhelming. But if you told them what was going on, you know they'd be one-hundred percent behind you."

Hiccup winced, "That…is actually, kind of the last thing I want."  
>Jack frowned, "You know, it's ok to confide in people."<p>

"It's not about confiding…I mean, you confide in a person, but a group…Look, I've caused enough trouble with you and your Dad. Besides…I know these guys, I've known them for years." Hiccup looked away, "They're great, honest. The best friends I could ever ask for…But…Well, after I lost my Mum, it was bad enough, but when I lost my leg…"

"You're afraid they're going to start treating you like glass." Jack realised.

"They mean well, I know they do…But sometimes I get a little tired of being seen as 'Hiccup, the one-legged, motherless boy', you know? It's only in the last year they've started to treat me like a normal person again. I don't need to give them another excuse to start pitying me. And, if I'm honest…" Hiccup winced, "The same kind of goes for you." He inhaled at his own words, "Not that I'm trying to sound ungrateful. You've been…You've done more for me in the last twenty-four hours than I could have ever asked for. I don't think I could have gotten through it all without you…But you and your Dad, you've kind of been tiptoeing around me. And like…I guess that was warranted, I was a mess, but…I'm ok. Alright? Really."

Jack felt a small pang of hurt come through him, but quickly supressed it. Hiccup's eyes were full of gratitude, and as much as Jack didn't want it, Hiccup had a point. "You're right," Jack apologised, "I'm sorry if I've been smothering you. I just…I was worried." He shrugged, folding his legs up onto the chair, so that he was perched, his arms around his knees. "Besides, if I'm honest, it was also my own selfish way of feeling like I was actually doing something…Instead of just flailing uselessly."

"You definitely weren't flailing." Hiccup gave that lopsided smile, that always made Jack's heart race. He was drawn back to the way Hiccup's lips had felt last night, slightly salty from tears, and so soft. "That was good too." Hiccup said softly, and Jack realised he was starting adamantly at Hiccup's mouth. He felt his cheeks turn pink, and he looked away, coughing. Hiccup laughed, a nervous edge to it, which set Jack off. The pair sat, giggling giddily, until a passing librarian shushed them, eyeing them with great suspicion.

"We've got half an hour," Jack noted, when they'd finally calmed down. "if you still want to go and grab something to eat."

Hiccup considered it and then stood, "Yeah. Let's go." He agreed, and Jack rose, feeling a little triumphant. They made their way out of the library together.

"So, when I left the others, Ruff was seeing how many boiled eggs she could fit into her mouth. With the shells still on."

"Oh God…" Hiccup murmured despairingly, "That's not going to end well."

"I'm going to be honest," Jack confessed, "I don't know how those two are going to pass their exams…"

"Probably by cheating." Hiccup said matter-of-factly, "Cheating and sheer, dumb-luck."

"So basically the same way they've survived in the world in general," Jack nodded, and then stopped short, and spun sharply on his axis. From the corner of his eye, he'd spotted a dark-haired woman stood in the street adjacent to the path they were walking. Something about her, the shape of her silhouette had set alarm bells ringing in his head, but when he looked again, it was to see the street was empty, with no sign of anybody.

Hiccup stopped. "Jack? Everyone ok?"

Jack blinked. "Yeah…" he eventually said, shaking his head. He tore his eyes from the road. "I just thought I saw someone…Doesn't matter." He smiled brightly, shaking the thought from his mind. "We'd better get going, before they stop serving food."

* * *

><p>The drive back to the apartment was very quiet. Rufus was lost in thought, his eyes cast out of the window, his expression distant. Zachary saw no need to fill the silence with empty chatter, so they remained like this, comfortable without conversation.<p>

A food schedule had been agreed upon; a minimum of a certain amount of calories a day, along-side some supplements to help Rufus regain his strength on the way. Rufus had been extremely compliant about the whole thing, but Zachary knew it wouldn't be as easy as it sounded. Not least because there was no way on earth Rufus was going to let Zachary baby-sit him, and Zachary had no desire to be some overbearing mother hen.

Rufus needed some help getting to the lift, as he was already lagging behind, exhausted by the whole ordeal. Zachary was glad they didn't have to take the stairs, because there was no way Rufus would have gotten past the first flight.

They reached Rufus's apartment, and he fumbled with the lock and let them in. "Toothless?" he called.

"He's downstairs."

"Oh…Right…" Rufus rubbed his eyes, "Of course. I can…Take him back, if you like."

"I'll go get him in a minute. Let's lie you down first." Zachary took Rufus by the arm, and they made their way slowly to the bedroom. As Rufus sat down, removing his shoes, Zachary passed briefly into the kitchen. He found some coke in the fridge and poured out a half-glass, carrying it back into the room. He offered it to Rufus, who raised his eyebrows.

"Now I feel like a child."

"It's good for settling the stomach, and regaining sugar." Zachary shrugged, "Used to drink it whenever I'd been sick."

"Thank you." Rufus accepted it, and took a few gulps and placed the glass on his bedside table. He shifted up and around, and settled back against the pillows with a huff. "Feels good to be back in my own bed."

"I bet." Zachary turned to the door, "I'll go get Toothless."

"Arlen." Rufus ushered faintly, "Stay, a minute."

Zachary paused, and then at the quiet insistence, returned to Rufus's side and perched on the bed beside him. Rufus sat up.

"Thank you." He whispered again. "There…There aren't words."

"I don't need any." Zachary dismissed.

"Ok then." Rufus's eyes flashed with something close to devious, and Zachary wasn't given a chance to prepare before Rufus had closed the distance between them, and had pressed his mouth to Zachary's.

For a split-second, he was frozen to the spot, his mind trying to catch up with the sweet sensation of the kiss, and then everything dissolved and, feeling suddenly starved, Zachary seized Rufus by the back of the head and drew him in closer.

The kiss deepened, hungry and desperate, escalating from nothing to a near frenzy. Zachary felt any semblance of control leave him; he had come as a care-giver, to help Rufus back safely and make sure he was alright. But suddenly all he wanted was to pin the younger man beneath him, to take him in every conceivable way, to taste him, and touch him and _be_ with him. It was almost a need, his body coming alive.

_Oh my God, when was the last time I had sex?_ He asked himself, moaning into the kiss as he pushed Rufus back down against the pillows. He managed to kick off his shoes without looking and negotiate himself on-top, Rufus arching up into him. _When was the last time I wanted to have sex?_ He corrected.

Years. It had been years. Zachary hadn't even noticed the energy building up inside of him, but all of a sudden, it was rushing through him now. Days and days worth of sexual tension mounting into something too powerful for him to ignore.

He was suddenly drawn back to their first kiss, against the counter. The same hunger had raised its head then, but now it was mounted and on its feet, and by the flush of Rufus's body, and his desperate hands roaming down Zachary's chest and sides, he felt the same way.

Zachary pushed Rufus's shirt up, breaking the kiss so that he could press his mouth to the nipple instead, and then down the chest, kissing with abandon. Rufus groaned in approval, his hands in Zachary's hair.

Zachary broke away, "Please tell me you have…" he trailed off.

"Bottom draw." Rufus said breathlessly, and Zachary leant across to the bedside table and ripped the draw open. There was a new packet of condoms inside, as well as lube and an assortment of other things.

"You're prepared." Zachary noted gruffly.

"I've kind of been wanting to do this since I spotted you smoking on the balcony…" Rufus grinned, his face red. He looked more like himself than he had in days.

"Oh, you mean that smoking _is_ a turn on for you?" Zachary asked softly, reaching down and loosening Rufus's belt.

"Smoking, no. That grey, nicely fitted suit you were wearing however…" Rufus purred, undoing the buttons on Zachary's shirt with quick, deft fingers.

"Are you trying to seduce me?" Zachary pulled Rufus's hands away and pinned up above his head, rotating his hips against Rufus's. Rufus's eyes fluttered with pleasure.

"What was it you said to me on our date…'I have been for a week now, but I'm glad you noticed'. Have I succeeded?"

"You succeeded the moment you fell into me, half-naked in the hallway." Zachary released Rufus's hands, allowing him to sit up and remove his shirt.

"Good to know." Rufus fell back against the pillows, pushing down his trousers and wriggling out of them. Zachary exhaled slowly with desire, and closed the distance between them again, reclaiming Rufus's lips.

* * *

><p>Once again, Hugh Bunnymund was suspicious, and that was because Jack Zachary, notorious trouble-maker and prankster, was behaving impeccably.<p>

_I know you're up to something_. He thought loudly across to the boy as Jack quietly got on with his work, looking angelic, his white hair seeming to cast a halo around his head. _And I'll figure it out, mark my words, you little weasel. _

Jack, sensing Bunnymund's glare, looked up and gave him a toothy smile. Bunnymund narrowed his eyes, and Jack returned to his work, writing away.

Bunnymund wasn't entirely sure what to think of Jack. In the brief time he'd been at the school, he already had many of the students eating out of the palm of his hand, not that he was abusive of that power. In-fact, wherever Jack went, laughter and amusement seemed to follow. People were drawn to him, and Bunnymund, perplexed as he was by the boy, could see why.

He was bright; bright-faced, bright-eyed, bright-spirited and people were attracted to that. Jack wore his white hair like a beacon, and didn't seem to mind being the butt of the joke. He punished cruelty quickly, had a sharp tongue and taste for mischief.

Bunnymund, however, suspected that amidst all this joviality, Jack wasn't actually giving himself the credit he was due. He had proven to be able to provide excellent pieces of work, but seemed happy to forfeit his education in order to misbehave and make others laugh. At the end of the day, he was doing himself a disservice. Of two things, Bunnymund could be sure: Jack was a pain in his arse, and he was incredibly kind.

Up above them, the school bell started to toll, marking the end of the day. Throughout the classroom, people began to chatter, shutting their books and gathering their things. Jack remained where he was, finishing his sentence.

"Right, for tonight's homework, I want you all to have finished the book. We'll be splitting off into groups tomorrow for the presentations. Make sure you are up to date." Bunnymund called after before the students could all disappear.

Jack remained in his seat, and only after the class had mostly gone, did he saunter up slowly to the desk. Bunnymund watched him cautiously.

"Jack, can I do something for you?"

"Was wondering what you thought of the last assignement I handed in?" Jack asked innocently.

"It was good." Bunnymund said, almost begrudgingly, "And you worked well today. Funny what you can achieve when you put your mind to it." He added, almost accusingly.

"Yeah…" Jack steepled his hands, looking away. "So…I have a request."

"If it's to be excused from Detention, the answer is no. One lesson of good behaviour does not equate to removing you from punishment."

Jack leant forward, "Ok, but I'm not asking for just any reason." He glanced at the door, to see that no one was listening in, and lowered his voice. "You know Hiccup?" he asked. Bunnymund frowned. "He's in my year. Around this tall." Zachary gestured, "Prosthetic leg."

"Ah, Harold." Bunnymund did know the boy. He had taught him in a few classes around GCSE.

"Yeah, nobody calls him that," Jack winced, "Look…He and I are…He's my boy-friend." Jack said, with a little uncertainty, eyeing Bunnymund like he expected some sort of reprimand.

"That's great," Bunnymund said dryly, "Doesn't mean you get to skip Detention."

"His brother was admitted to hospital yesterday." Jack said, very quietly. "He's living with him at the moment; his Dad is out of the country, and his Mum died…Rufus – the brother – he's our neighbour, so we've gotten to know them pretty well." Again, Jack eyed the door, "Look…Hiccup says he's dealing with it, and I know he's strong…But yesterday was also the anniversary of his Mum's death, and he's waiting to hear how bad things are with his brother…And I just don't want him to go alone." Jack clasped his hands together, "Please; I'll do the detention another day; I'll do two more! And I'll stop messing around in class…Please." Jack prostrated, his eyes wide.

Bunnymund pursed his lips, "Alright," he granted and Jack sprang up and punched the air.

"Oh, you're awesome, Sir! Thank you!" he grinned.

"Jack," Bunnymund said gravely, "I've seen you do some very thoughtful things for people, and I know that that is your nature…But I want to remind you that you are in school to learn. So more than anything, I want you to start pushing yourself a little bit more. Alright?"

"Alright." Jack agreed, "I will. I promise. Thank you. Thank you so much."

And before Bunnymund could say any more, or actually be sure that Jack had even taken in anything he'd actually said, the boy was out of the room, running down the corridor.

* * *

><p>Hiccup was surprised to find Jack streaking toward him. He was sat outside the school-gate, waiting for Zachary when he saw the white haired boy running over, waving cheerily.<p>

"Jack?" he asked, perplexed, as Jack skidded to a halt, grinning from ear to ear. "What are you doing? Don't you have detention?"

"Oh, Bunnymund let me off!" Jack huffed, as he hoisted himself onto the wall beside Jack, squatting there like a gargoyle.

"H-he…Let you off?" Hiccup asked suspiciously, and Jack shrugged. "Jack-"

"-Look, ok." Jack raised his hands in surrender, "I bribed him, are you happy? But there was no way I was going to let you go see your brother alone. Besides, I'm worried about him too."

Hiccup pinched his mouth into a line, "Thank you…" He eventually said, quietly relieved to have Jack with him.

"No problem." Jack said with a wide grin, "Smarty?" he added, offering Hiccup a packet he'd produced from his pocket.

"Do you just carry this stuff around with you?" Hiccup laughed, taking one.

"Of course. As my superhero identity of Jack Frost, I must always be prepared for the moment where a crying child may need to be pacified."

"I can't wait to see what you're like around Christmas." Hiccup chuckled to himself.

"I am the _spirit_ of Christmas, that's what I'm like. I bring joy and fun to every occasion. And ice."

"Ice?" Hiccup raised an eyebrow, and Jack looked away, kicking his legs.

"You'll see." He said mysteriously and Hiccup shook his head. "Urh, my Dad is late."

"It's only been a few minutes since the bell rang." Hiccup glanced at his watch. In truth, he was very anxious to be gone. He kept his eyes trained on the flow of traffic, trying to spot Zachary's car. "I'm sure he'll be here in a minute."

"He will." Jack affirmed softly.

They sat in silence together, Jack rattling the packet of smarties under Hiccup's nose until he took another one.

"I've got a question for you." Jack suddenly said, interrupting the quiet.

"Yeah?"

"Our school crest," Jack pointed down to his blazer. "I've never understood it."

"It's a compass."

"I know it's a sodding compass, I want to know _why_ it's a compass." Jack insisted, "Since the name 'Johann Academy' doesn't exactly have anything to do with compasses."

"Johann was a famous tradesman and explorer from the area. The city used to be relatively poor and backward, but he brought back artefacts and knowledge from his travels, and kind of put this place on the map."

"Oh, so that's why the schools named after him. But what's with the compass?"

"There's a famous story that Johann had a broken compass that, instead of facing North, went-"

"North-west." Jack looked down at his blazer again, tracing the pattern.

"Exactly. Anyway, he didn't know it was broken, and so one day he was sailing, and following the dodgy directions of his broken compass. He didn't realise how badly he was off course, until they saw a landmass. The crew were all annoyed, because they had to re-adjust themselves and curve back in order to get back on-track. They arrived at their destination a week late, but were greeted with great enthusiasm and joy. Apparently, a group of pirates had been planning on ambushing them before they reached the shore, and had they taken the straight route, instead of going around, they would have all been robbed and killed. Instead, they landed safely, and Johann made the most famous sale in his history; a jewel for the Crown Prince, who later became King and to honour Johann, bestowed him with great favour."

"Oh," Jack said, pleased by the story, "That's nice. That's kind of cool actually."

"I'm not sure of the validity of the story," Hiccup warned, "but I think the whole thing is supposed to be symbolic…That sometimes life takes us off course, but it doesn't mean we're not heading in the right direction. Or something like that."

"I can get behind that." Jack agreed, "I mean…Life taking me off course led me here, to you, so…"

Hiccup felt himself flush at the soft sincerity of those words. He looked up, "Yeah…It sounds weird, but if my Mum hadn't gotten sick, I might not have ever met Rufus. And if I hadn't met Rufus, I wouldn't have been in the apartment block, and if I hadn't also been missing a leg, Toothless wouldn't have been able to run off…I guess, even misfortune led us to this point, didn't it?"

Jack was looking at him very seriously, his bright eyes thoughtful. "When I was little," he said, his voice a little unsure, "I used to tell myself this story about a place where…Where my life was waiting. This magical, amazing place where I would be granted incredible powers, or find some adventure. And whenever I got bullied, or felt sad…I told myself that it was out there. A place for me. Just beyond my line of sight, but that if I set out, I could reach it."

"Did you ever find it?" Hiccup asked softly.

"Well, I think the whole point is you go looking for it, not that you actually ever really arrive." Jack murmured. "That you achieve it, rather than find it."

"That's…deep."

"Ahah, yeah; look at me. Your average fortune cookie." Jack nudged Hiccup in the side, and Hiccup grinned.

"Maybe we should go and look for it," he eventually said, "you and me; this place."

"Yeah? And where do we start?"

"Oh, I don't know," Hiccup smiled knowingly, "We go North."

"And then a little West." Jack completed knowingly and Hiccup shook his head, snorting. "God, we're sad."

"Yes. Yes we are." Hiccup chuckled, and then grew still as Zachary's car suddenly pulled up to gate. Jack's father stepped out, and then, from the other side, Rufus emerged.

Hiccup jumped down from the wall, and froze. At the car, Rufus looked up and he too grew still, the brothers staring unknowingly at each-other. As if they weren't sure what to do.

"…Hiccup…" Rufus said, uncertainly. "I…"

He wasn't given a chance to finish. Hiccup bolted toward him, and threw his arms around Rufus's chest. Rufus, seeing Hiccup come forward, stepped in to greet him, and wrapped his arms tightly around his brother's shoulders.

"I'm so sorry." Hiccup said into Rufus's chest, "I'm so, so, sorry."

"You have nothing to be sorry for." Rufus said into his hair, and Hiccup pulled away, the two brothers clasping each other's arms.

"Yes, I do; I said all those things," Hiccup's emotions erupted through him, his relief a gateway of other feelings and thoughts. Looking into Rufus's eyes, his guilt was equally matched. "I didn't mean any of it. I was stupid."

"No, it was totally justified, and I'm glad you said it. I should have been there Hiccup, and what I said to you…It wasn't the right time, or the right way to address it. I'm sorry, I'm sorry for putting you through all of this…" Rufus's mouth tightened, in that way it always did when he was upset. If he hadn't been holding onto Hiccup's arm, he would have been running his hand up through his hair.

"You really scared me."

"I know…But it's going to be alright…" Rufus pulled Hiccup back against him. "I don't want to lose your kid, not in any sense…I'm sorry for scaring you."

Their reunion was interrupted by the blare of a car horn, and both looked across to see a queue waiting outside the school.

"I don't mean to rush anybody," Zachary was already back in the driver's seat, "But would you all get in the goddman car, before those school mothers' accumulative road-rage kills us all."

Hiccup ducked his head, embarrassed, and waved at the queue of cars apologetically. "Sorry!"

They all got into the car, Jack slipping in behind them.

"Shouldn't you be in detention?" Zachary asked suspiciously.

"Just be a good get-away driver, and shut-up and drive!" Jack folded himself so that he couldn't be seen through the window, like some fugitive escaping from prison.

"Bunnymund excused him." Hiccup explained.

"Good enough for me." Zachary pulled off the side and they set off back toward the apartment, together.

* * *

><p><strong>And that's it for now! I'll try to update as soon as I can, but editing for The Blood of the Delphi is taking a loooong time.<strong>

**Also, if any of you want to see more sexiness between Rufus and Zachary, I have a couple of more explicit fanfics you might enjoy. :p**

**Thank you again, and please, please, please review. It gives me life and strength.**


	7. Chapter 7

**Hello everybody! I am so sorry that this update has taken so long. My PhD has taken over my life, and I was also doing a Book launch and some admin over the last few weeks, so I had no spare time for fic-writing. **

**Anyway, here it is. This one's a bit of a fluff chapter, because things are going to start getting serious again really soon, so enjoy this while it lasts. Thanks again to everyone who reviewed; you guys are literally the only reason this update happened at all!**

**Also, for those who are interested, I'm hosting a give-away for ****_The Sons of Thestian_****. So head over my tumblr at mevaughan or my facebook at madeleine. and enter if you feel so inclined! **

**Please enjoy! **

* * *

><p>"Today," Jack announced grandly as they crossed the street, "is the day."<p>

"…Ok." Hiccup gestured for more, circling his hand, "Today is the day…what? You ice over the school? You give Bunnymund a stroke once and for all? You unlock the secret behind Ruff and Tuff's genetic coding and figure out exactly how their ancestors survived evolution? What, Jack?"

"Today is the day," Jack grinned, "that I show you my secret."

Hiccup blinked rapidly, and laughed, shaking his head. "You mean the albino super-hero thing? Because you already told me that." He reminded.

"I mean the place I go each-day after school." Jack said, a little softer and Hiccup looked around sharply. Jack laughed, squeezing his boy-friend's hand. "Yeah." He said, pleased by the shocked expression on Hiccup's face. "Today's the day."

"Are you serious!?" Hiccup's excitement grew. "It's been weeks! You've never said a word about it."

"Hey, I promise you at some point I'd show you…Well, I've decided that that some point is now. If you're free that is? Please tell me you're free, otherwise this whole reveal is really embarrassing." Jack pulled a face and Hiccup nodded enthusiastically.

"I'm free! I am definitely free!" Hiccup grinned fiercely, "you know there's a running bet about where you go after school."

"I know," Jack shrugged, "the twins even tried to follow me. But that's the good thing about parkour; I am a freaking ninja. No one ever finds out." Jack said mysteriously.

"All this secretiveness," Hiccup tugged on Jack's hand, his own excitement rising. It was silly, but Jack had taken such ridiculous measures to make sure no one knew what he was doing, to actually finally be finding out made Hiccup feel important.

Important and deeply suspicious.

"This is the part where I find out you're like…a spy for the KGB or something, and that you lure people into traps all over the country, and abduct them."

"Hiccup," Jack scoffed, "no offense, but you're a scrawny, gay teenager with a gammy leg, Mother Russia has no use for you." He finished in his best Putin impression.

"I am not scawny!" Hiccup shoved Jack who laughed, "I am taller than you."

"I could totally take you in a fight." Jack replied haughtily, and then hooted with laughter as Hiccup pretending to kick him in the shin, "Ah! Not with the prosthetic, not the prosthetic! It's hard!"

"What does 'Mother Russia' think of me now, Comrade?" Hiccup put on an air of authority as Jack pretended to cower beneath him

"Dammit Hiccup, you _want_ the KGB to abduct you?" Jack asked, peering out between his arms which he had raised in fake-defence around his head. Hiccup paused to think on it, and shrugged and Jack cackled. "I'm not going to kidnap you Hiccup…It's not like I could get very far with you anyway, your brother is dating my Dad, and…like I have a curfew, so I make a pretty bad villain."

"Fair enough." Hiccup accepted, "So what is it then? What do you do after school?"

"I said I would _show_ you. Not tell." Jack curled the words around his mouth.

"Oh come on Jack, you can't expect me to wait." Hiccup whined, "Not after all that build up!"

"Sure I can." Jack said, heartlessly.

"You've already decided to show me, why can't you just tell me now."

"Because then you might change your bet with the others, and use your insider knowledge to gamble dirty."

"What!? Just because _you_ would do something like that, doesn't mean the rest of us are capable of lowering ourselves to that standard! I am a man of integrity and honour!" Hiccup said appalled, even though the thought had crossed his mind.

"Then I'm sure you've got the patience to wait until after my detention." Jack fluttered his eyelashes.

"Wait, detention? I thought you served all your time for throwing the boomerang?"

"Oh, that, yeah." Jack acknowledged, "But they figured out that I was the one who replaced the picture of the Head-master in the entrance hall with photo of Nicholas Cage, so…"

"Dammit, Jack." Hiccup couldn't help but laugh.

"It was up there for _days_ before anyone noticed, Hiccup. _Days_. Anyway, because I apparently 'Embarrassed' the head-master, and 'Defiled' her image, I've got another few weeks in the proverbial slammer."

Hiccup drew his mouth into a line, "And tell me, was it worth it Jack?"

Jack raised an eyebrow, "It's Nicholas Cage, Hiccup." He said, astonished. "_Of course_ it was worth it."

"Oh God," Hiccup said despairingly, "I've just seen a flash of my future…Ten years from now, living alone with Toothless, dropping by the prison on Friday afternoons to see you, my convict boy-friend…Who has been locked away for breaking into Downing Street and drawing a fake-moustache on the prime-minister."

Jack hooted with laughter, clapping his hands. "You and I are going to still be together then, are we?"

"Like some sort of curse…I'll be drawn back to you," Hiccup exhaled, shaking his head, "Even though it's killing me...Slowly, as your sentence in jail keeps lengthening, I become withered and worn-down with all the waiting…"

Jack kept laughing, "Will you at least give me visitation rights for Toothless?"

"I don't know Jack," Hiccup said, frowning deeply, "I think you're a bad influence on him. Maybe it would be best if you didn't see him…"

"Oh come on Hiccup," Jack elbowed him and Hiccup grinned, "I promise, I will not break into Downing Street and draw a moustache on the Prime Minister. Happy now?"

"Relatively," Hiccup granted, "I'd be happier if you told me what you were doing after school."

"That you have to wait for." Jack leant in and kissed him lightly on the corner of the mouth as they entered the school gates, "And don't tell the others I'm showing you, or they'll all want to tag along!" he cried as he ran off toward his classroom, leaving Hiccup standing there, smiling stupidly, his hand raised up to where Jack had kissed him.

* * *

><p>"Gobber…" Rufus said slowly, eyeing the wheelbarrow the man was pushing, "I really don't think this is necessary."<p>

"Of _course_ it's necessary." Gobber pushed past him, the wheelbarrow banging his shins as the stockier man forced his way into the apartment, his wheelbarrow leaving a small trail of mud in its wake. Rufus watched, incredulously, Toothless coming running around the corner to greet Gobber. "Ah, there he is! Little night-terror." He greeted the cat who head-butted Gobber's legs aggressively. "Aye, there's a good dog." He patted Toothless.

"It's a cat."

"Dog, cat, he's big, ugly and could take you in a fight; who cares what species he is. You're a ferocious beast, aren't you Toothless? Aren't you?" he coddled the cat who was purring loudly. "Anyway," Gobber put the wheelbarrow down, "where shall I put these?"

Rufus eyed the huge selection of fresh, raw vegetables. He doubted there was room in the fridge for them all, and he would need to give them all a good clean before he put them in anyway. "On the counter, I suppose…But _really_ Gobber, there was no need for you to bring all of this.

"Nonsense." Gobber began to unload the food onto the counter, Rufus watching in bemused fascination as clumps of carrots were dumped on the clean surfaces. He could suddenly imagine Gobber walking through the lobby with his wheelbarrow, like someone off to the farmers' market.

"The moment I heard from Stoic that you weren't eating enough I pulled these up from the garden. Mind there's not much, but if that isn't the biggest damn turnip you've ever seen boy, then I'll eat my own hand." Gobber proudly held up the turnip and Rufus couldn't help but laugh.

"It is indeed very large," Rufus granted, stooping down to help Gobber load the vegetables onto the counter. "I have no idea where we're going to put this all though…"

"Put it? You don't need to put it anywhere. You're going to _eat_ it." Gobber shook his head, as if this were obvious and Rufus paled.

"I'm pretty sure this is enough to feed the armies of Genghis Khan." He eyed the pile.

"And you'll be as strong as 'em when you've gobbled it all down." Gobber slapped him on the back and knocked all the air out of Rufus's lungs. He wheezed, looking away self-consciously.

"I feel like a duck being force-fed to make foie-gras."

"Foie-what? Ach, you kids with your Japanese delicacies, this is why you're all so thin! You don't eat proper! You don't eat well. Proper meat, home-grown vegetables, good traditional grub…aye, that's the stuff." Gobber said dreamily and Rufus had the inexplicable urge to hug his surrogate uncle.

"I am very grateful for you bringing all this over. I promise you, it'll be put to good use."

"Aye, good." Gobber gave him another rib-cracking clap on the back.

"Really, Gobber…Thank you…" Rufus looked down, embarrassed. It had been a few days since his visit to the hospital, and he had started to settle into his treatment. Hiccup had walked on egg-shells for the first day, but had then allowed things to return to normal, though Rufus was conscious of them all taking subtle glances at his plate every time they ate, and watching to make sure he took his supplements. The attention was nauseating, and embarrassing, but their support had made the process easier.

Zachary in particular had been some sort of saint, and Rufus's feelings for him were growing at an exponential and alarming rate. He had almost blurted the dreaded 'I love you' casually over coffee one morning, when Zachary had popped in, and it was getting harder for Rufus to remember that he and Zachary had only really been seeing each other for a few weeks.

Especially harder when you considered how mind-blowingly good the sex was. And it really, _really_ was mind-blowingly good.

Gobber brought his attention back to the room as he finally hoisted the last of the food onto the counter, brushing his hands. "Right, that should do it. You call me if you need any more!"

"I think we're set for the apocalypse. Thanks." Rufus assured, "…Really, Gobber…Thank you. I…I appreciate you trying to look out for me, even though…Well, we're not technically family."

"Oh, you're Valka's son, and I also told Torin that I'd keep an eye on you." Gobber waggled his finger, and Rufus raised an eyebrow.

"I sometimes forget you know my father."

"Course I do. It's how I met Valka, and introduced her to Stoic." Gobber said blithely and Rufus's mouth formed into a line.

"Yeah…" Rufus said slowly, Gobber's own, almost proud admission to his part in the separation between Torin and Valka and Rufus's consequential abandonment, going right over his head. Gobber smiled widely.

"I think that's, that then." he whistled, picking up his wheelbarrow. "you tell Hiccup to come by tomorrow, if he's free. And Jack too, if he likes; the boys pretty nifty with the tools himself!"

"Sure thing." Rufus promised.

"Oh, and," Gobber suddenly seemed to remember, "I saw a woman hanging about the other day, around the workshop. About this tall," he gestured, "Dark hair. Pretty thing. She asked me how I knew Hiccup. Said I, I'm his uncle, and why the bloody hell's that any of your business? And she goes on a little tirade about how workshops aren't safe for little boys and all that. So I tell her Hiccup's got a good head on his shoulders, and he's old enough to use the tools properly, and that I thank her very much to keep her opinions to herself. Well, she gets a little funny after that, says she's his teacher and is only looking out for his well being…but see I didn't believe a word of it; bit of a fishy sort, if you ask me. Wouldn't look me in the eye…Don't trust a person who can't meet you in the eye, Rufus; they got things to hide..." Gobber said, almost sinisterly, staring at Rufus hard, as if daring him to look away. Rufus didn't, caught like a rabbit in headlights. "Anyway, she toddled off after that, haven't seen her since. But with all that fuss with that little shit Dagur, I figured I'd tell you. Tell Hiccup to keep his wits about him…Strange sort around here…" Gobber trailed off, looking down at his muddy wheelbarrow. "Well! Best be off: I've got a catapult to build." He announced grandly, and turning, marched from the room. Rufus went to the doorway, waving the man off as he disappeared off back down the corridor, like a blonde, beardless father-Christmas who brought groceries instead of presents.

"There's a lift- oh, never mind…" Rufus called after him as he saw Gobber go for the stairs, picking the empty wheelbarrow up and throwing it over his shoulder as he marched down, as energetic as a young man. Rufus closed the apartment door and looked at Toothless. "Well that was weird…" he muttered to the cat, before glancing to the mountain of vegetables. "What the fuck do I do with all of these…?"

* * *

><p>By the time Jack came out of detention Hiccup felt like he was going to explode. The excitement from the morning had built up like a great energy, and he had used up every ounce of his patience trying to quail it. The minutes before Jack were released felt longer than hours, and when he finally did stroll leisurely out of the classroom, Hiccup lunged forward and grabbed his hand.<p>

"Alright, we're going now. Come on." He gabbled, speaking like he was on fast-forward.

"Hello Hiccup," Jack said slowly, "It was so nice of you to wait for me. You're such a great boy-friend. Thank you."

"Come on, let's _go_." Hiccup yanked at Jack's arm, and the albino grinned from ear to ear. Despite his cheery expression, Hiccup noted a mild flash of panic in Jack's face. He was nervous.

It occurred to Hiccup that the reason Jack hadn't told him about his weekly hobby was because he had been a little embarrassed. Hiccup wondered if Jack was still worried that others would laugh at him for it…After all, the boy put so much effort into his social appearance, it stood to reason he would be a little nervous about screwing it up.

"You seem in a hurry." Jack hid his unease quickly, his fingers looping with Hiccup's.

"I'm just…I'm really curious, ok?" Hiccup fell into step at his side. "I want to know what you've dedicated so much time to. I want to know why you're always so cold when you get back. I want to know why you've been keeping it a secret."

"Jesus, Hiccup, you make it sound like I'm part of the conspiracy that killed Kennedy and that I filmed the moon-landing in my basement. It's not that big a thing."

"Says the guy who used parkour to get away from pursuers after school." Hiccup mumbled.

"What was I supposed to do, let Crazy and Crazier stalk me through the streets, hiding behind street-lamps when I looked around, and talking loudly in stage-whispers about the fact I hadn't noticed them yet?"

"I…Yeah, ok, you have me there." Hiccup gave in, and the pair exited the school, hand in hand.

It felt strange to Hiccup. A few months ago, the thought of holding anyone's hand had been nerve-wrecking, and would have made him break out into a sweat. Indeed, on the first few occasions with Jack, he had been aware that his palms were clammy and that he was nervous. But in the space of a few weeks, the act had begun to feel natural. No longer did it make his heart race, or make him giddy. Instead it was a soft, warm comfort, something more intimate almost.

Hiccup supposed, after being held, crying, in the aftermath of Rufus's hospitalisation, and then kissing, tangled together in bed, holding hands with Jack was significantly tamer.

They walked together down the streets, deep in the conversation. As they moved out of the more crowded areas, a group of builders working on construction nearby shouted a few choice slurs at them as they passed. Hiccup made to ignore them, but Jack pulled to a stop, blew the men a kiss and called up, "Your jealousy is almost as ugly as your bigotry. But don't worry, we except new members into the church of homosexuality every day. Free toaster on entry." He chided lightly, waving enthusiastically as the shouting increased, Hiccup driving them both forward, before anything escalated. "What nice men." Jack hummed.

"I forget how backward people can be sometime." Hiccup muttered as they turned the corner, out of sight.

"Ah, don't worry, they'll be dead before us. Probably."

"Not if you bait them like that, they won't." Hiccup said worriedly, and Jack rolled his eyes. "I'm serious Jack…I hate assholes like that as much as you do, but if they had been serious, we could have gotten into trouble…There were a lot more of them than us…And whilst you can do you fancy ninja thing, I'm not exactly an athlete when it comes to running away." Hiccup reminded. Jack's expression fell.

"I'm sorry." He said softly, "I just…I don't like giving them the satisfaction of thinking they've made us feel ashamed, you know?"

"You stand up to bullies, I get it." Hiccup nodded, "It's just in this case, that's a lot of bullies, and they have wrenches and a mini bulldozer, so…inside voice."

"Yeah, yeah…" Jack let go of Hiccup's hand and slung his arm over his shoulder, "After all, it must be hard for them to fight their repressed, homosexual feelings when they're all topless like that together, sweat gleaming on their toned bodies as they hoist heavy things up to each-other in the blazing sun…" Jack trailed off. "It's a hard life."

"You're going to get us killed." Hiccup wriggled free, and smiled broadly as Jack shrugged and nodded resignedly.

They moved on, once more reclaiming each-other's hands. "Hey Hiccup?"

"Yes?"

"You know that if anyone ever _did_ attack us, I wouldn't leave you, right?"

"Jack, there's no 'if'. We _were_ attacked. By Dagur. And you didn't leave me."

"Oh, shit, right Dagur." Jack nodded.

"Jesus, did you forget?"

"Nah, I just…Well, it's like a bad dream, you know?" Jack gave another lopsided shrug, "Shit, yeah…He attacked us with a knife."

"Ur, yeah. My wrist has only just started feeling normal again…Still twinges if I knock it." Hiccup examined his hand. "Did you _serious_ forget that we almost got knifed on our first date?"

"I don't like to dwell on stuff." Jack sniffed and Hiccup threw his head back and laughed.

"You are so incredible sometimes, I don't believe it."

Jack pulled a face and smiled, "Well, what can I say; all in a day's work, being Jack Frost. Come on; we're close."

He pulled Hiccup along as they crossed the road, and began to walk toward a large steel-blue warehouse. "What is this place?" Hiccup asked with wonder.

"You'll see inside." Jack jogged across to a side door, and producing a key from his pocket let them in. Hiccup followed curiously behind, and was suddenly knocked by a blast of cold air.

"Jack, it's f-freezing in here!" Hiccup gasped.

"Oh trust me, it gets colder." Jack grinned, as he pulled the boy in, closing the door. They appeared to be in some sort of office, full of power-tools, including electric saws and hammers. In the corner was a rack of jump-suits and goggles. "North!" Jack called, "It's me! I brought Hiccup with me!"

"Is this place an industrial freezer or something?" Hiccup asked, picking through the table. The tools looked like something you'd find in a slaughter house, but there were no blood stains to support that.

"Something close. Here, put one of these on." Jack pulled off a jump-suit and held it up to Hiccup, checking his size. "It'll help you keep warm. And these." He tossed him a set of gloves as Hiccup pulled on the suit over his clothes. The fabric was thin, but did an impressive job of keeping out the chill. He pulled on the gloves and then reached for a set of goggles.

"Not those ones." Jack grabbed them before Hiccup could, "They're mine. Prescription." He added, almost sheepishly. "Ur…Hold on, this may gross you out." He reached into a locker beside the clothes wrack, and pulled out a little container and a bottle. He poured some of the clear liquid into the container, and then slowly raised his fingers to his eyes and quietly removed his contact lenses.

"It doesn't bother me." Hiccup shrugged.

"Really? Because my Dad can't stand to watch. Like he will leave the room if I try to do it infront of him." Jack blinked a few times, "And now the world is a giant blur."

"I forget sometimes you wear contacts." Hiccup admitted.

"Yeah, unfortunately albinism doesn't just come with white-hair and good looks." Jack secured the goggles onto his face, "Much better. I can see you now. Here – take these ones instead." He offered another set of goggles which Hiccup tried out.

"So, what are these for again…?" Hiccup asked, just as a vast shadow came over him. He turned on his heal and balked as a humongous, monster of a man in a red jump-suit, with a thick, white beard suddenly leaned in close toward him, and in a thick Russian accent asked;

"So this is the boy, yes?"

Hiccup, who – with his father ought to have been used to giant bearded men breaking into his personal space – leapt a foot in the air and retreated. "Ah, ur, hi, hello, ur…" he backed into Jack, who held him steady.

"Took you long enough to bring him." The man continued, his voice larger than life. "I was beginning to think you made him up, Jack."

Jack snorted, "Yeah, yeah, whatever. North, this is Hiccup, Hiccup meet North." Jack said easily, and the vast man shifted into the light, so that the terrifying shadows which were casting from his face, shortened. He boomed a laugh that rattled Hiccup's bones, and seized the boy's hand in his own.

"It's good to meet you at last, Hiccup!" he said joyously, and Hiccup stammered, blinking rapidly.

"Are you…Russian Mafia or…father Christmas?" he squeaked and Jack sniggered behind him.

"Father Christmas?" North boomed, "Hah! No. I am better. I am _real_." He put his hands on his hips and laughed long and hard. "As for Mafia; this I cannot answer, for your safety. Hah!"

"I…I…I'm dreaming right now…" Hiccup stammered to himself.

"North, what have I told you about sneaking up on people. You've scared my boy-friend half to death." Jack grinned widely, and Hiccup wanted to throttle him.

"It is not my fault you have deaf-ears as well as blindness," North shrugged his vast shoulders, and it was like watching mountains move. "Come, Hiccup; I welcome you to my workshop! There is much to show you." He ushered, then turned and stepped out of the office into a room beyond. Hiccup glanced over to Jack who grinned.

"I'm going to kill you."

"No you're not. You're going to follow me, and be amazed." Jack shepherded Hiccup after him, and the pair followed North into the next room, through a plastic curtain.

This space was, somehow, even colder, but Hiccup quickly realised why. Stepped past Jack, and the man named North, he gazed out across the room, his heart in his mouth.

It was full of ice. But not just raw chunks, though there were those; large blocks set in the corner, waiting to be used. No; the room was full of sculptures.

A frozen forest greeted Hiccup, and in it, were creatures of wonder; huge centaurs, giant lions, unicorns, swans that looked on the cusp of flight. Hiccup lost all ability to speak for a moment, captured by the wonder that surrounded him.

"What do you think?" Jack asked, a note of something anxious in his expectant voice.

"What do I think…?" Hiccup swallowed, whirling around to Jack, "I think…This is the most incredible thing I've ever seen!" he dashed across to the closest sculpture; an owl sat upon a carved branch. He couldn't believe it was fashioned out of ice, such was the precision of the work. The feathers glimmered like diamonds. "I mean…I've seen ice-sculptures before, but I've never…I…What is this place!?" he demanded, and North gave that ground-rumbling laugh of his.

"This, my boy," he gestured, "is the North Pole!"

"That's the company name." Jack added quickly, "We make ice-sculptures for parties, weddings…Right now we're on our biggest commission yet; a Winter Wonderland, which is going to be installed in that new hotel they're opening by the beach."

"You _work_ here?" Hiccup almost couldn't believe it.

"He is my apprentice, yes." North put a vast hand on Jack's shoulder. "I am his guardian."

"Mentor, the word you're looking for is mentor." Jack corrected.

"Guardian sound better." North insisted.

"This…this is just…amazing." Hiccup rejoined them, breathless.

"So you don't think it's…You know…?" Jack rubbed the back of his head.

"What? Beautiful? Mind-blowing? The coolest things I've ever seen – excuse the pun." Hiccup listed and Jack's face tinged with pink.

"Hah. Jack is ashamed; people think ice sculpture like little ice-princess in ballet." North explained, doing an imitation, "I say; yes! Like ice-princess. Like ballet. Delicate, precise," he clenched his hands tightly, "_Strong_! _Passionate_!" North laughed, "I date ballerina once. She could crush me with her thighs."

"Thank you for articulating that so elegantly." Jack pulled a face and North smiled, the sarcasm going over his head.

"No problem. Now; I must go carve naked fish-lady. You finish tree?"

"Yeah, got it." Jack dead-panned and North strode off. "Come on Hiccup, I'll show you what I've been working on."

Hiccup followed Jack in silence, his eyes cast over the amazing sculptures they passed. Everything was so hushed and beautiful, Hiccup felt like he's stepped into a fantasy world. "You know what this reminds me of? The Witches garden in Chronicles of Narnia."

"Yeah, that's the kind of look we're going for…But you know, with less of the 'faces twisted in terror' thing." Jack stopped beside a large ice-tree which Hiccup admired. He couldn't believe how thin and delicate each of the branches were, or that the detail of the bark could have been man-made.

"I have never seen anything like this…" he whispered, reaching up to touch it tentively. "…Why did you hide this from everyone?" he asked, turning on Jack who had pulled out a small chisel and hammer and was slowly working away on the trunk of the tree.

Jack paused. "Honestly?" he asked. "I just couldn't stand to have anymore people sing 'Let it Go' to me."

Hiccup snorted, "What about Do you want to Build a Snowman?"

"Don't even go there."

"It doesn't have to be a snow-man." Hiccup sang and Jack glared, and returned to his work. Hiccup stooped close to watch the precise work. "How long have you been doing this?"

"Hm…A few years. After my parents got divorced, I was…ur…Let's just say, I didn't deal with things very well, so I was a serious menace. I mean, you complain about my pranks now, but…Back then it wasn't just innocent fun. I was _angry. _Anyway, there was an ice-display like this in our local shopping mall for Christmas; part of the Santa's Grotto, and I thought it would be funny to bring a hair-dryer and plug it in." Jack stopped his work for a minute and looked down at his hands, with shame. "I ruined these really beautiful pieces…Pieces that took time and effort. Pieces made to bring joy and wonder to people…" Jack frowned, "Anyway, security caught me, and I realised I was in serious trouble…North is a pretty intimidating guy, so when he showed up I thought I was going to have the living shit beaten out of me…

"Instead, he said that as part of my punishment, I was going to help him repair the work. I didn't want to, but my Dad put his foot down, so I spent every day of the run-up to Christmas working with North…And it was _hard_. Because I was angry, and impatient, and this requires…well," Jack gestured up, "Time, and love." He smiled ruefully, "After a while though, I realised everything I couldn't say, I could express here. And by the end of my time with him, I remember, I had completed one…pretty shoddy looking penguin. But he put it on display anyway, and…I saw how much joy these little things brought to the kids. I mean; their eyes would just _widen_ you know. My vandalism didn't make anybody smile, but…What I made," Jack rested his hands on the tree, "I'll never forget that feeling. It was the first time in my life that I wanted to do better." Jack exhaled, shaking his head, and resuming his work. "Anyway, after that, it became a regular thing. My Dad was pretty relieved, as you can imagine.

"Between then and now we had to move a few times of course, but we always stayed close enough for me to keep working with North. Then, when he got his commission here, North suggested _we_ follow _him_ up. We needed to move again, and the school here had the subjects I wanted to do…So we came. And we moved into that apartment, and I met you. So, it was pretty much a win, really."

Hiccup moved around the tree, "Thank you," he whispered softly.

Jack looked up, "What for?"

"For sharing this with me…" Hiccup gestured all around.

"Oh, it's no big deal…To be honest, I don't know why I was embarrassed by it. Should have brought you sooner." Jack dropped his gaze, returning to work. Hiccup watched the boy carefully, his heart swelling with feeling.

"You weren't embarrassed," he finally said.

"Eh?"

Hiccup shook his head, "It was embarressement. All of this…It's _special_ to you Jack. It means so much, it's a huge chunk of your life. I get it. I get you wanted to keep it to yourself. I get you not wanting to share it with the world."

Jack's hand faltered in his work. He didn't look up at Hiccup, but Hiccup saw Jack set his teeth into his lip. "Does that…" Jack began slowly, "Does that make me selfish?"

"No. It makes me incredibly lucky to have been invited."

Jack's mouth curled at the tips. "…Want me to teach you how to carve bark?"

"I'd really like that." Hiccup agreed, and Jack straightened and passed him a small chisel and hammer.

"Alright then," he ushered, "come around here; we'll start with the basics."

* * *

><p><strong>Thanks for reading. Please review, because it really is the only way I have to know that you guys are actually still reading and enjoying this!<strong>

**Also, don't forget to check out the give-away, if you want a free copy of The Sons of Thestian! **


	8. Chapter 8

**Hello everyone! Thank you so much for all your feedback and comments on the last chapter, it was a big boost.**

**This chapter is a little shorter, as it's a set-up for what's about to come next. Things are going to get pretty serious, so I hope you enjoy!**

* * *

><p>By the time Jack and Hiccup left North's workshop, they were half an hour late heading home. Jack texted ahead to assure his father they hadn't been kidnapped and Hiccup called Rufus.<p>

"Why are you giggling so much?" Rufus asked suspiciously over the phone, as Hiccup checked in with him.

"No reason," Hiccup said, and then laughed as Jack pulled a face at him. North had given them both some Turkish Delight before leaving, and the pair were running a serious sugar high. "Just had a really good afternoon with Jack, that's all."

There was a long pause, "Oh goodness, the pair of you haven't been…_copulating_ have you?"

"I am hanging up now." Hiccup warned, and heard Rufus cackle before he ended the call.

"What he say to you?" Jack asked, swinging around a lamppost, like he was auditioning for Singing in the Rain.

"I am not repeating it." Hiccup said solemnly, his face reddening and Jack giggled. "He's such a pervert."

"Haha. Must be why my Dad likes him. He evens out the prude." Jack jumped up onto the railing of a fence and walked it like a tight-rope, deft and easily balanced.

"Do you ever find it weird…?" Hiccup asked, "My brother, your Dad?"

"Nah, not really. I mean, if it was your Dad and my Dad, then we'd have a problem."

Hiccup thought of Stoic and Zachary holding hands and shuddered from head to toe, "There's a thought I can never unsee."

"What's your Dad like, anyhow?" Jack reached the end of the fence, and jumped onto the next one, wobbling for a moment before re-finding his balance.

"My Dad…ok, well you know my Uncle Gobber?"

"Yeah?"

"He's like that but…_More_."

"More?" Jack raised a white eyebrow, "More what?"

"More…everything. Stubborn. Single-minded. Big. Just…look, there's a reason his company is called _Viking_."

Jack's eyes widened in wonder, as if Hiccup had just issued him with a challenge. Hiccup had seen that expression before, normally just before Jack went on a pranking spree. "I'd like to meet this guy."

"Jack, he could eat you alive."

"Ah, it's alright; I've got North in my corner." Jack battered away, and Hiccup was suddenly struck with the image of an epic battle between North and Stoic, the pair rolling and tumbling, wrestling each other aggressively to the ground. Inevitably, it could only end with the pair both laughing over a tankard of mead whilst they guffawed and slapped each other on the back. "Plus," Jack continued, "He's not as big with the muscles, but my Dad is good in a fight."

"Zachary is?"

"Oh yeah. He's had some serious training; like _army_ standard. High pain threshold too. I once saw him get in a scrap with a set of guys, and oh man that was one hell of a fight. My Dad wiped the floor with them: he's a bit of a beast." Jack whistled and Hiccup narrowed his eyes.

"Are we really playing the 'My Dad could take your Dad' game?"

"Maybe…" Jack shot him a sly grin, "At the very least, my Dad could take your brother. Which, incidentally, I think he's doing a lot of."

"Oh come on Jack!" Hiccup put his hands over his ears. "Seriously!?"

"What, it's your _brother._ I'm the one who should be embarrassed, talking about my Dad having sex."

"Yes, you _should_ be, so why are you still talking about it!?"

Jack jumped onto the next fence, light as a cat. "I'm just happy is all…My Dad deserves this. And Rufus too, probably. And besides, I never realised, Dad's all cooey when he's inlove. He hasn't even noticed I got sentenced to another week of detention…So you know, everybody's a winner."

Hiccup paused, "you think they're in love?"

"Definitely." Jack hopped lightly.

"But it's only been a few weeks."

"Doesn't matter. I mean; sure, love develops over time…But sometimes there are just people, and you see them, and you know."

"Really?" Hiccup asked, feeling his heart raise.

"Course. Why do you think I invited you for dinner that first night?" Jack asked with a shrug, and then grew quiet as both boys registered the instigation of these words.

The instigation of this round-about confession of love.

Hiccup looked away, his face burning and Jack stared ahead, still moving. "Yeah…I guess I know what you mean." He coughed.

"Good." Jack said awkwardly.

"Good." Hiccup agreed and both held back their embarrassed smiles, shooting each other glances.

"Sorry," Jack blurted, "That wasn't very romantic of me. Ur…When I say it…Ur, it'll be…Right."

"Ok." Hiccup clasped his hands behind his back, "I'll wait till then."

"Cool. Good. Ur…Yeah." Jack coughed, stumbling over his words for the first time that Hiccup had known him. It make Hiccup smile, which only make Jack appear redder.

All of a sudden, a silver car was pulling up beside them, the horn blaring. "Excuse me!" the driver stuck his head out of the window. He was a young man, with army-standard short brown hair and a set of dark, grey-blue eyes which he had narrowed, "Get down from there. That's a fence, not a jungle-gym!"

Jack looked around sharply, like he meant to tell the driver to mind his own business, but just as soon as he did, his expression burst with sudden joy. He jumped down, "Isaac!" he cried, running over to the car, Hiccup looking on in surprise, "What are you doing here!?"

"Hey, you little delinquent," the man named Isaac smiled widely, his frown disappearing so quickly it was hard to remember what it had looked like. "I'm here to see your father; work stuff. I was just on the way to your apartment. Maybe you can direct me in return for a lift."

"I don't know," Jack played coy, "Dad always warned me that the real predators are the people we know…"

"Suit yourself, Ice-cone, you can walk all the way back in the boiling heat and melt if you like. Who's this?" Isaac looked passed Jack to Hiccup, who was watching curiously.

"This is my boyfriend." Jack introduced with delight, ushering Hiccup over. "Hiccup, come and meet my God-father; Isaac. He used to work at the law-firm with my Dad. They're old school buddies."

Hiccup came attentively over as Jack introduced them in his usual, brazen manner.

"Isaac, this is Hiccup. He's staying in the apartment above us, has a cat that's half panther, and he's smarter than you." Jack informed with delight as Hiccup awkwardly shook hands with Isaac who smiled widely.

"I'm sure he is. Nice to meet you Hiccup. Odd name."

"Nickname."

"I would hope. Hop in, the pair of you, before I start holding up traffic."

Both did as they were told, slipping into the back seat of the car. "Thanks for the lift." Hiccup said quietly.

"No problem at all." Isaac looked back to ensure they'd both belted in and set off, Jack quietly directing him. "Thank God I bumped into the pair of you; I've circled this block about three times. I see the building, but I have no idea which turn-off I take to get into it."

"My brother complains about that…Says that if he could have designed the streets too, he would have." Hiccup agreed, and Jack quietly explained that Rufus was one of the building's architects.

"The architect? How _fancy_."

"Dad certainly thinks so." Jack said smugly, and Hiccup rolled his eyes.

"Eh?" Isaac glanced quickly back at them.

"Dad's seeing Rufus. We've got a double-date thing going on." Jack explained and Isaac's eyes bulged.

"No…! No way! Zach? As in _Zachary_!? _Dating_!?"

"No, the _other_ guy I call Dad – _yes,_ him. And trust me, I was as surprised as you are, but when you meet Rufus you'll understand…" Jack trailed off, catching Hiccup's twitching eye. "What, Hiccup? You know you come first before anyone, but you've got to admit, your brother is hot."

"Please stop the car I want to walk home." Hiccup politely asked Isaac who laughed, still shaking his head.

"Just ignore him, Hiccup; he's all talk. More gob than brain."

"I resent that."

"Well maybe you should learn to use your inside voice once in a while." Isaac offered, "So how'd you crazy kids meet anyway?"

"We go to the same school." Hiccup stated, filling Isaac in briefly on his current living situation, and how staying with Rufus had given him to the chance to properly meet Jack.

"The actual introduction itself is pretty interesting actually…" Jack grinned over to Hiccup who shook his head desperately.

"Please do not repeat that story."

"Ooh, now I really want to hear it." Isaac insisted, and then laughed heartily as Jack recounted it to him, in epic detail, from Rufus's half-nakedness, to Toothless to Hiccup hopping madly on one leg, his prosthetic thrown over his shoulder. Hiccup sat, sulking throughout, but couldn't help but smile as it neared to end. Embarrassing as it was, Jack did tell the story very well.

"Gracious," Isaac whistled, "what an introduction! It would seem the fates have big plans for the lot of you, to have thrown you into each-other's paths like that! Speaking of paths – now, is this the turn off?"

"Next one." Hiccup instructed, "Left here. There you go."

The approached the building and parked up, Isaac humming and whistling, impressed as they walked up through the lobby. "Please tell me you're not on the top floor, I'm not great with heights."

Jack clapped him on the back as they went into the lift, and pressed for the top apartment. "Close your eyes." Jack suggested.

"Your father's done this to me on purpose." Isaac muttered, shutting his eyes tightly as they sped up toward the top of the building.

From a text Jack had received earlier, they knew Zachary was in Rufus's apartment, so they headed straight there, letting themselves in.

Toothless, as usual came running to great them, giving Hiccup a reproached meow, no doubt for his tardiness.

"Gracious, is that the beast of Yorkshire!?" Isaac jumped, staring at the cat. From the Kitchen, Rufus straightened from where he'd been knelt, leaning into one of the cupboards on the kitchen isle.

"Hiccup, Jack; welcomed back. And who's this?" Rufus asked, glancing curiously over to Isaac who looked down with a mild panic as Toothless began to worm his way between the man's legs.

"Rufus, this is Isaac Thornton, my God-father. He's dropped by in town to see Dad, and gave us a lift home." Jack introduced.

"Good afternoon," Isaac greeted from where he was routed to the spot, "Would you mind removing your Cat Sidhe; as delightful as he is, I'm really quite a-a-a-" He sneezed, "Allergic. Quite."

"Sorry." Hiccup stooped down and scooped Toothless up, "Come on Toothless."

"You must be Zachary's boy-friend." Isaac was able to move forward, and extend a hand. Rufus wiped his own on the apron he had around his waist and took Isaac's hand. "A real pleasure. I'm sorry for the intrusion."

"No, not at all. Please, come in. Arlen is just taking a call in my office; he should be out shortly. Would you like some coffee? Tea?"

"Water, please. Thank you." Isaac accepted a seat which Rufus gestured to. Hiccup leant onto the kitchen counter.

"What's with all these vegetables?"

"Your uncle came around. He's trying to enrol me into the armies of Genghis Khan."

"…What?"

"Nevermind." Rufus filled up a glass of water and passing it to Isaac who accepted it gratefully.

"What are you making?" Jack sniffed the air.

"Casserole. At least, that's what it's meant to be…" Rufus peered down into the oven, his eyes narrowed.

"I'm sure it's going to be great." Jack assured, "Rufus is really good at cooking. I think it's why Dad sticks around so much." Jack informed, dropping into a chair beside Isaac.

"Now that's not fair, Jack," Rufus said reproachfully, as he returned to his work, "He also stays for Toothless, because damn; who couldn't love that cat – Toothless, for the last time, get off the sodding piano!" Rufus shouted over to Toothless, who ignored him, settling on the polished wood.

"Pepper!" Zachary's voice came sharply from the study.

"I am not putting pepper on the piano to ward off the cat!" Rufus shouted back. "Jack, tell your father putting pepper on everything I own is not a valid solution to keeping the cat off."

"Dad," Jack said dutifully as the door opened and Zachary stepped out, "Putting pepper all over stuff isn't a valid way of keeping Toothless off."

"Then get used to the cat hair." Zachary said indifferently and then froze as Isaac stood. "Thornton?"

"Zach." Isaac smiled warmly and crossed over to him. They shook hands.

"What are you doing here?" Zachary asked, somewhere between a smile and something Hiccup couldn't place.

"He swung by and gave us a lift home. Said he came to see you." Jack replied.

"Yes Jack, Thornton has his own tongue, last I checked." Zachary said, almost a little quickly and Hiccup frowned slightly. There was almost an edge to Zachary's voice, as if a part of him wasn't happy to see Isaac at all. Jack didn't appear to notice.

"Oh, I'm just bringing up some old case files and some news." Isaac said brightly, but now that Hiccup had tapped into it, he sensed a quiet reservation too in Isaac's voice.

"Alright; why don't we go down into my apartment and look through them." Zachary offered, and Isaac nodded.

"Sounds good. Thank you for the water." Isaac nodded to Rufus who had his hands full and nodded back.

"Forewarning, the food will be ready in a few minutes." Rufus added.

"I'll be back up then." Zachary assured quickly, and apparently keen to be gone, he went to the door and ushered Isaac through it, closing it firmly behind him.

"That was weird…" Jack muttered. "Hey, Rufus; can we help with anything?"

"You can lay the table. Grub will be up shortly." Rufus said gratefully and the boys set to work.

* * *

><p>Zachary waited until they were safely in his apartment before turning on Isaac, "What the hell are you doing here?"<p>

"God, Zachary," Isaac raised his hands, surprised by the vicious tone, "I didn't realise I was prohibited from visiting my oldest friend."

"Oldest friend? You used to beat me up in the play-ground."

"We got over that." Isaac said flippantly, looking away, "And I was never involved in the beating, I just watched."

"You're not helping your case, Thornton." Zachary growled and Isaac laughed starkly, eyes wide in surprise.

"_Zachary, _I was a shit to you when we were kids; we established that ages ago, and I apologised. Do I need to remind you that I was also the best-man at your wedding, am your son's god-father, and we opened a practise together. So can you take a brief pause and explain were all this animosity is coming from, because I've travelled several hundred miles to see you."

Zachary exhaled, his breath ragged. He covered his eyes and slumped, "You're right. I'm sorry…I just didn't expect to see you. It…took me by surprise. Why didn't you call ahead?"

Isaac bit his lip, "That…ur…Look, ok, you have a small reason to be anxious about my being here…"

"What's happened?" Zachary asked immediately, on red alert.

"Calm down." Isaac ordered, shifting away nervously. "I thought it best I tell you in person, and I knew that if I tried to call ahead, you would figure it out before I arrived…I can never keep secrets from you."

"What's _happened_?" Zachary drew in close to him and Isaac stepped back. He darted his eyes down, and then up into Zachary's face, his expression apologetic.

"…She's out." He whispered.

Zachary stared. For a moment the words sunk in, and then he staggered back, his heart faltered. He felt the blood drain from his face, a whoosey, uneasy feeling coming over him. "She…I-isolde? Out? What…What do you mean?"

"Her sentence was cut short. She's out of prison." Isaac stated clearly, and Zachary had to lean back against the kitchen isle, suddenly dizzy.

"Wha-…H-how!?" He demanded in a whisper, and Isaac's mouth drew into a thin line that spoke of more bad news.

"A technicality. It was hard to swing, but she got a good lawyer."

"A good lawyer!? How could she afford that?"

"The lawyer…represented her for a significantly reduced price." Isaac said in a small voice, and even before he said the name, Zachary had a sinking feeling he knew exactly what was going on.

"Who?" he asked, all the same.

"…Zachary, I really am sorry-"

"-Who, Isaac!?"

"…It was Rivalen." Isaac admitted and Zachary blinked, and then laughed, the sound giddy and half-manic.

"My _father_…!?" he shook his head, "my own father…Oh, that son of bitch…He's really done it this time…! He's really…son of a bitch. Son of a _bitch._"

"Ok, let's keep calm."

"Don't tell me to calm down, Thornton!" Zachary snapped, "I am _not_ calm! I have _absolutely_ _not reason_ to be calm!" He gritted his teeth and then turned and slammed his hands on the counter, "That son of a bitch!" he roared, and then losing momentum repeated. "…Son of a…son of a bitch…"

"Zachary…" Isaac said worriedly, reaching for him as Zachary suddenly wilted. The angry energy had burning through him so hot and quickly, it had exhausted itself, and all at once he felt weak and light-headed. "I think you should sit down."

Zachary quietly did as he was told, dropping into a chair. "…So Isolde is walking free. The woman who almost murdered my son…And my _father_ helped her get out?"

Isaac flittered close by, drumming his fingers anxiously. "I…I'm really sorry, Zachary."

"Oh God." Zachary buried his face in his hands. His chest was tightening and it was getting difficult to breath. He could suddenly feel the walls closing in around him, and he felt sick and faint all at once. "Does she know where we are?"

"No." Isaac shook his head, "At least, not that I know of. I'm the only one from town who knows your location, and I've kept my mouth shut about it Zachary, I promise. Last I heard, she went south-west to stay with her sister. From what I've gathered, she's still there." Isaac tried to look under Zachary's arms to see his face. His eyes were narrowed with worry, "Even being out, she still has a restraining order. She can't come near you on Jack."

"You think that's going to stop her!?" Zachary exploded again, standing up. "She's _insane_, Isaac. _Literally_ _insane_! She tried to _drown_ her own son. She-…She…to me…" His voice died out and he collapsed back into the chair, Isaac steering him in.

"Stop shouting at me and breathe." Isaac ordered, "this isn't my fault, Zachary. I'm just the bearer of bad news."

"I'm sorry…" Zachary immediately apologised, once more hiding his face. He felt defeated. "I'm sorry, you don't deserve my anger. Thank you for coming to tell me…Thank you, Thornton."

"You don't need to thank me, I'm your _friend_. Of course I came." Isaac put a tentative hand on Zachary's shoulder, and then removed it. Zachary groaned into his fingers.

"What the hell do I do now?" He asked, "I can't ask Jack to leave…We've just settled in. He's _happy_ here. _I'm_ happy here…We can't keep doing this…Running away, moving and moving…This is driving me insane."

"You're not leaving." Isaac said firmly, "We're going to deal with this, I promise. Don't let her force you out of another life…She's already taken enough from you. I'm going to help, alright? I promise."

Before any more could be said, there was a knock on the door. Both men tensed, looking at it expectantly.

"Arlen? Isaac?" Rufus's voice came from the other side, and Isaac crossed the room and opened the door. "Sorry to disturb," Rufus smiled as he came into sight, and Zachary stared at the bright expression from where he was still sat, slumped in the chair. "I just wanted to say, Dinner is read. Isaac, you are welcome to join us; there's plenty to go around."

Isaac paused, and glanced back at Zachary as if asking permission. Zachary nodded and Isaac beamed. "That is extremely kind of you, Rufus. I should be very glad to take up the offer."

"Happy to have you." Rufus said, glancing over Isaac's shoulder to Zachary, "Is…Is everything alright?"

"He…Just needs a minute." Isaac said softly, and then lowered his voice to a murmur. "Ur…Why don't I go on up ahead. I think…maybe he needs you."

Rufus nodded mutely, and Isaac moved around him and left the flat. Rufus quietly shut the door and crossed over to Zachary, silent as a ghost. As he approached, Zachary stood and almost fell into an embrace.

"Arlen?" Rufus whispered worriedly. Zachary shook his head.

He thought about packing away and leaving the apartment, and could bring himself to imagine it any more. Zachary couldn't leave, he just couldn't. Living here, with Rufus upstairs, and Hiccup hanging around, and Toothless, and the apartment, and Jack always smiling…It was the happiest Zachary had ever been in his life. Happier than he ever thought he could be.

"I don't want to go." He muttered into Rufus's shoulder.

"Go where?" Rufus asked, his arms around Zachary's chest.

"No where." Zachary shook his head, refusing to let go. "I'm not going anywhere. This is my home. I am staying right here."

"Arlen, what's going on?" Rufus pushed Zachary away, pressing hot hands to his face. "Talk to me."

Zachary blinked, and leaning forward he kissed Rufus.

_I love you_. He thought loudly, _I love you Rufus Merle. And I'm afraid of everything being taken away from me again._

"It's just some legal stuff…And things with my father…" He broke off, "He's…He's being difficult."

"How so?"

"My…my ex-wife…" Zachary trailed off. He didn't have the energy to explain it all. To explain about Isolde. And he was ashamed too. "She's…She's causing some fuss."

Rufus's frown deepened, "Is she trying to claim custody of Jack?"

Zachary laughed miserably, "That is one thing she has guaranteed she'll never be able to do…She was…She did some things which mean no court is ever going to grant her access to him…It's just a mess is all." Zachary rubbed his chest, "The whole things going to give me a stroke."

"You know you don't have to go through it alone." Rufus gripped his hands. "You've been there for me when I was at my lowest…Let me help me out. I _want_ to help out."

Zachary swallowed, staring deeply into Rufus's face. Suddenly there were too many words, and Zachary struggled to find exactly what he wanted to say. "I must have been a saint in a previous life to deserve you, Rufus Merle…"

Rufus shushed him and pulled him back into an embrace. "Oh be quiet," Rufus whispered, "You have no idea what you mean to me…How glad I am that we got the chance to meet again."

Zachary sighed, and they remained as they were, holding each other, before eventually pulling apart. "We'd better get upstairs…They'll be waiting to eat."

"Yeah." Rufus interlocked his fingers with Zachary's and they set off together, hand in hand.

* * *

><p><strong>And that's it for today! What do you think is going to happen next? I'm sure some of you can already guess…!<strong>

**Please review with your thoughts and feelings! Every review genuinely helps and is a great motivator. **


	9. Chapter 9

**Here it is; the chapter where it starts to go down-hill! Thank you again to everyone who reviewed! This one's for you.**

**Enjoy.**

* * *

><p>"I <em>hate<em> this group project." Jack declared loudly, staring at his computer screen with venom.

"Say it louder, for the kids in the back." Zachary grunted from where he was sprawled on the sofa, sleeping underneath a news-paper he was pretending to read. "They might not have heard you the first eighty-six times."

"The stupid printer isn't working." Jack ignored him, glancing across the room to where the device was blinking stupidly, when it should have been spewing leaflets with large pictures of Mary Shelley on them.

"Turn it on and off again." Zachary mumbled unhelpfully. He was always useless in the mornings.

"I'm not even the one supposed to be printing these!" Jack fumed, stamping over to the printer and jabbing belligerently on the buttons. "Darcy said she was going to do them _three days ago_."

Zachary snored softly, and from the door came a knock.

"It's open, Hiccup!" Jack shouted across, hitting the side of the printer which finally whirled into life and began to eject the flyers. Zachary sat up, startled awake by Jack's volume as Hiccup let himself in.

"Morning Mr Zachary," Hiccup greeted.

"Good morning, Hiccup. Please stop calling me 'Mr'," Zachary said, not for the first time, "Jack will be with your shortly."

"Why have you printed these the wrong way around!?" Jack demanded the printer.

"Jack," Zachary said calmly, "The ingenious things about paper is that not only can you turn it the right-way-up, you can also rearrange the pages in whatever order you wish."

"Not if they're double sided!" Jack held up the flyer, turning it over, to show that the writing on one-side was indeed upside down.

"Let me guess, this is for the group presentation today?" Hiccup said knowingly.

"What gave it away? The pages and pages of Mary Shelley now on my floor, or the manic look in my son's eye?" Zachary asked wryly as Jack went back to the computer and fiddled with the settings.

"Does it really matter if it's the wrong way?" Hiccup picked up one of the discarded pages, "People can just flip then around. It still looks good."

"I promised Bunnymund I would put in the time, and seeing as everyone else in my group is _useless_, I need to pick up the slack wherever I can, and minimise the damage of this oncoming train-wreck." Jack pressed enter and crossed back to the printer, staring at it accusingly.

"You're going to use all of my ink up." Zachary complained.

"I will use all the ink in England if I have too, to get these _perfect_." Jack said savagely and Hiccup laughed. The new leaflet came out, and Jack scrutinised it, and deciding it was acceptable, went back to his computer to print the rest. Hiccup waited patiently by the sofa.

"How are you this morning?" Zachary asked, politely.

"Fine, thank you."

"Good. And Rufus…?"

"Alright," Hiccup lowered his voice, "He struggled a bit to finish everything on his plate this morning, but he ate it all. He's already eating more than he was last week, so I think that's an improvement, and apparently his weight has already come up a little."

"That's very good to hear." Zachary nodded a quiet thanks, and then raised his voice, "Jack, for God's sake, are you _done_ yet?"

"Your passive aggression will not make the printer print any faster, Dad!"

"Ease your tone there, Smart-arse, or I'll bring your weekend curfew back to six o'clock."

Jack grumbled loudly, collecting the last of the flyers and tucking them into his folder, which he shoved deep into his bag. "Alright, I'm ready to go."

"Have a good day boys." Zachary bid, and Hiccup politely wished him the same whilst Jack rushed to the door, taking Hiccup's hand as he went and dragging him after. "And good luck on the presentation!" Zachary shouted, just before the door slammed.

* * *

><p>"You know you could have printed those sheets off at the school. Don't you have a free period, and two lessons before your English class?" Hiccup asked as they walked, Jack raking his hands through his hair and trying to style it using his reflection in the shop windows.<p>

"It's weird that you've memorised my time-table." Jack said, smiling slightly.

"I haven't memorised it, and it's not weird." Hiccup stated flippantly. "It's just that I meet you for Lunch after English, and you always walk slower on Thursday because you have the free period in the morning, and always make me late."

"I do?" Jack turned, stunned.

"Yes."

"Oh. Sorry." Jack laughed, rubbing the back of his head sheepishly.

"I don't mind." Hiccup smirked, and Jack took his hand, finally finished with his hair. "But yeah, you could have printed those at school, instead of making us even later."

"The school printers are _grainy_." Jack whined and Hiccup laughed. He had never imagined that Jack would get so worked up about a group project, but apparently the weight of having to do everyone else's work for the was getting to him, and he had become obsessive with getting it done. As Zachary had said:

_"All work no play makes Jack a very smarmy and agitated boy."_

By the time they got to school, the bell had already rung and so Hiccup and Jack hurriedly went their separate ways.

Jack spent his free period organising the leaflets and practising his part of the presentation. At the very least, his performance would be as polished as stone, and he knew enough of the information to do the Q&A at the end all by himself.

"I will carry this bitch like Sam carried Frodo to the fires of Mordor." Jack told the leaflets aggressively.

The next period, a double drama class, ended with the students escaping outside to get out of the sweltering heat of the class-room. The heat-wave, which had seemed to end the previous week, had come back full-swing and was beating down on them. The teacher split them into groups to perform scenes of 'A Master to Two Servants' in order to get a better understanding of the physical comedy, and Jack found himself cast as the infamous Truffaldino, which he couldn't have been more pleased about.

An hour of pratting about and making his class-mates laugh so hard they could barely deliver their lines later, the bell signalled break and Jack headed to his morning detention, where he met Ruff, Tuff and one of Hiccup's other 'friends', who was affectionately known to them all as Snotlout. They sat in silence, and Jack internally rehearsed for the presentation again. His compliance surprised the supervising teacher who was used to him making a nuisance of himself.

When the break ended, Jack headed out toward his class-room, buzzed and ready to show Bunnymund that even with the world's shittiest English group, he was a _boss_…

And then he saw her.

She was stood outside the classroom, in the hallway, her hands clasped in-front of her, looking almost timid. She was dressed like a shy primary school teacher, her floral skirt, and blouse, giving her a 'Miss Honey' look from Matilda. The students passed her, either like she was invisible, or with kind smiles for this unassuming woman.

Jack's heart stopped beating for a second, and time seemed to grow long and heavy as a wave of mixed feelings came over him. Panic, an ice-cold terror, and…

And a spark of something small and childish that burst out of him with the eager cry of –

"Mum…" Jack's voice croaked, and Isolde looked around and saw him. Her face brightened immediately, and she smiled so warmly Jack almost ran straight to her and buried himself into his arms. He was suddenly cast back to childhood, when she used to take him to the park, late in the evening when all the other children had gone. She would go on the see-saw with him, and push him on the swing, and make him spin round and round as fast as possible on the merry-go-round. He could see her face then, golden in the faded light, her eyes sparkling, the pair in a world where only they existed.

"Jack." She rushed over to him, and tears had sprung to her eyes. She stopped as Jack took a step back, his entire throat closing when he saw her reaching hands. Another memory came to him, unbidden.

_Cold. Water pouring into his mouth and nose. The suffocating weight of the water over his head as he was pushed down, thrashing. _

Isolde faltered, shifting her weight. Around them a few of the students glanced in passing, hurrying to their lessons, but nobody paid much mind. Isolde tentatively reached up to Jack's face, and Jack flinched and then grew still and let her clasp his chin. Her hands were cool and soft against the oppressive heat of the day.

"My beautiful boy…You've really grown." Isolde whispered.

"Mum…What are you doing here?" Jack forced out, his voice tremulous. He took her wrists and pushed her hands away, shaking. The familiar smell of her skin made him want to cry with a childish relief, and at the same time, his arms had erupted with goosebumps.

"I came to see you…Sweetheart, it's been so long." Isolde gave a forborne frown, brushing Jack's fringe from his forehead. "But all the legal matters are being sorted…Oh Jack, I've missed you so much." A stray tear escaped her eye, and she smiled, "There wasn't a day we weren't together from the moment you were born…But after the accident with the boat, they wouldn't let me near you. It's been like an ache, my sweet. An _ache_."

"Accident…?" Jack felt sick, "You…y-you tried to _drown_ me."

Isolde's brow furrowed even lower, "Drown you?" she said, aghast. "Is that what your father told you…Is that what he used to take you away from me?"

Jack's head began to spin. His breath was coming out in short, sharp bursts.

"I could never hurt you." Isolde insisted, "would never…You know that, don't you Jack? You know that I would never hurt you. I love you."

Jack looked uneasily around. There were still a few people, milling through the corridors, but nobody he knew. Nobody he could signal for help.

"I know." He eventually said, trying to keep an even tone. "But Mum, you…you need to go now. You can't be here."

"Oh, please don't send me away." Isolde's voice raised a tone, her eyes filling with tears. She looked so helpless, and Jack's courage wavered.

"I'm sorry…" he said in a small voice.

"Come to lunch with me." Isolde suddenly brightened.

"What…No, I-I can't."

"Please, Jack." Isolde pleaded, "It's just one meal, and afterward, I'll leave you alone. I just want to spend some time with my boy…I missed you growing up. I…I missed so much. They took all of it away."

"I can't." Jack said, trying to be a little more firm, "I can't just walk out of school. I have a class, a-a presentation…"

"Please Jack," Isolde's voice dropped, to something quiet and toneless, "Don't upset me. I don't know what I'll do."

The words were final, the threat so sweetly placed but obvious. Around them, oblivious students went about their day, innocents who had no part in the drama of the Jack's life. Every minute Isolde stood within the school, was another that heightened the risk of something happening. All it would take was a person to try and intervene to set Isolde off.

A person like Hiccup, for instance.

Jack's stomach plummeted, and he raised his hands in surrender, forcing a weak smile.

"Ok," he gave in, "Ok; no need to get upset. You're right…It's been so long…Let's get out of here. Get some lunch. I can miss a period. It'll be fine."

Her smile was immediately back again, and she took his hand swiftly, before he had time to regret his decision.

"Your hands are so large now. Last time I held them, you were only a boy." Isolde cooed, and he walked dumbly beside her as they moved out of the building. He felt like a lamb being led to slaughter, his mind muffled dumb, his mouth dry like it was full of cotton.

They walked half a mile into town, and Isolde took him into the supermarket to buy sandwiches, before they moved off into the park. Jack had had it in his mind to take a moment, slip into a bathroom and call his father, but Isolde didn't give him a chance, and he fell into a kind of trance of acceptance. His thoughts grew still, and he sat in a queasy limbo of unease, the pair side by side on a bench, overlooking an empty football field.

The sun was almost directly above them, the heat at its worst. Jack hadn't put any sun-cream on, and the light was harsh on his pale skin, the pair unshaded where they were. He could feel the heat on the dome of his head, burning him, but he didn't dare move.

"Isn't this nice?" Isolde sighed. She hadn't let go of his hand, so the sandwiches remained, unopened on his lap. "We used to go to park all the time, I remember…You loved it there."

"Yeah…" Jack said slowly. His voice sounded distant to him.

"I noticed that you live quite close to one now; a park, I mean."

"You…you know where I live?"

Isolde laughed, "Of _course_ I do, Jack. I'm your _mother_. I wanted to come by the house, but…" She drew off, and released his hand. "After everything that happened between your father and I, I was afraid…Your father has such a temper on him, Jack…Such a temper…" Again she allowed her voice to break off. "The sandwiches." She switched suddenly, speaking loudly. "Eat, eat!" she gestured.

Jack struggled to open the packages, his hands numb. He raised the sandwich to his lips and bit off a corner. It was dry in his mouth, spongey and he struggled to swallow. Isolde watched him fondly, and as he put the sandwich away, she licked her thumb and wiped the corner of his mouth, giggling. Jack shuddered and turned away. Isolde dropped her hand.

"You don't trust me, do you?" She said with a soft sadness, "…I don't know what your father has been telling you Jack, but he's a liar and he's a cheat…You're too young to know this, but I have to tell you…Tell you about the kind of man that Arlen is."

"Please don't do this…" Jack whispered. He was shaking again.

"He was…a very disturbed child, Jack. His father tried everything his power to straighten Arlen out, but he…Had desires and thoughts which were…unnatural. He's a sociopath of the highest order."

"Please, Mum…" Jack moaned.

"He used to rape me…" Isolde said in a quiet voice, "He would hurt me, and enjoy it…Make me commit obscene sexual acts."

"Stop." Jack put his hands over his ears, but Isolde tugged them away. The tears were back, like there was a tap she could turn and make them spring up at will. Jack couldn't look her in the eyes, and she took that as invitation to continue.

"I know you care for your father, and I think…in his own, narrow way he loves you too…But not like I do. Not like a parent who wants the best for their child. He loves for your convenience; because you're something he can use to hurt me…"

Jack was too weak, afraid and exhausted by the high turn of emotions to get up and walk away. Even if he had been able to, he didn't have the will to turn away from Isolde now. He just couldn't, even though he didn't want to listen to another word of what she was saying.

"I tried to leave him, I tried to take you away from him Jack…But he's a lawyer, and he's powerful and clever…Everything I did was useless, and he would threaten to take you away until I complied with him…Until at last he succeeded with this…this fanciful negligence charge. It was an accident, Jack! You fell into the water, I tried to get you out…All I have ever wanted was to protect you…Protect my sweet boy from a world that will hate him…" she brushed her thumb across his brow, "You're too young…" she whispered, "too young to be living like this, too naïve, too easily influenced by a cruel world that wants to turn you into something disgusting…" Her mouth grew firm, "But I am going to get you back now, Jack. Don't worry. I have a real man fighting in my corner now, someone who is going to protect our family from your father's tyranny. You can come home, baby." She snuggled a little closer to him, pulling him against her. "you can come home, and it'll just be you and mummy. Doesn't that sound perfect? The way that it should be."

"Mum…" Jack wriggled free, "I live with Dad now. And I love him."

"Of course you love him," Isolde interrupted, "He's your father, and your heart is too big. I loved him too, even when he hurt me. I know he hurts you."

"No…No he doesn't."

"Yes he does. You're just in so deep you can't see it. Constantly moving you around, dragging you into these legal matters, letting you run around and do dangerous things with people you barely know…These are not things a parent should do." Isolde gave a haughty laugh, "I mean, he's _fucking_ another man!"

Jack's entire body jolted. How did she know about Rufus?

"And he's encouraging you down the same path. I've seen you holding hands with that boy. You have no idea of the lecherous things they are planning for you. Unnatural. I won't let it happen Jack. I won't let them corrupt you like this for his perverse amusement…You can't see it, because you've been brainwashed."

"No, Mum." Jack's breathing was fast, "No; it's my choice who I am with. I- I like Hi-" He interrupted himself before he said Hiccup's name. "I like _him_. Love him. And Dad loves Rufus. It's not unnatural. It's _not_ perverse."

"Of _course_ it is, Sweetheart." Isolde sighed, "If it were natural you would see it on proper TV. They don't show that kind of thing for a reason; it's immoral." She laughed faintly, "My boy…You're so naïve with your heart full of love…Just like I was. But I won't let you go through what I did. I promise you."

"What…What are you going to do?" Jack asked uneasily.

"I have evidence that will prove the kind of man your father is. Enough to remove him from our lives for good."

"What…What kind of evidence?" Jack asked uneasily.

"Evidence of his unstable mental state…I can't go into details, Sweetie. My lawyer has warned me against speaking about it…but I had to tell you," she squeezed his hand with excitement, "It's going to be ok. We'll be free of him soon."

Jack felt cold. He found himself nodding, because there were no more words, and if he opened his mouth, he suspected that one corner of the sandwich he had managed to swallow, would come back up again.

Isolde glanced at her watch, "I suppose I really ought to be get you back to school, hadn't I?" she said guiltily. "Come on Sweetheart." She extended her hand, and Jack took it dumbly.

They left the park, Isolde's step light and joyful, Jack's own stride short and slow. He felt like a zombie, drained of anything. Isolde parted with him at the school gates, hugging him tightly to her and kissing him lightly on the lips.

"I'll see you very soon Jack." She promised with kindness, and stood to watch him slowly make his way back into the school.

The lunch bell had apparently gone, because there were once more people spilling through the corridors toward the dining hall. Jack moved without purpose, and the students parted for him, eyeing him as he passed. He had no idea what he looked like.

"-ack!" a voice broke through the mist, "Jack Zachary!"

Jack looked up to see Bunnymund marching toward him, a look of fury on his face.

_'I missed the presentation…'_ Jack thought, his mind fractured.

"Jack!" Behind Bunnymund, Hiccup was also approaching, his face twisted with concern. "Where have you been?"

"…Hiccup…" Jack said softly as Bunnymund reached him.

"This is the last straw!" the man was saying, his voice raised and attracting an audience. "Not only did you let down your entire group, but you were spotted _leaving_ the school!"

"I…" Jack's voice crumbled away. He felt whoosey all of a sudden, and was conscious of the heat radiating off his skin. He'd been too long under the sun and felt sick.

"You cannot just come and go as you please; this is an educational institute, not a play-house!" Bunnymund continued, "You had a responsibility. You were really starting to shape up your work, and then this?"

"Jack…" Hiccup came around, brow lowered as he looked deeply into Jack's face, searching for something.

"Where have you been?" Bunnymund demanded, and Jack felt the words flowing over him. He had the sudden impression that he was dreaming; that none of it was real and that he would wake up any moment. After all, this had to be a nightmare, didn't it? "Jack?" Bunnymund insisted, and this time Jack noted a tone of worry in the man's voice. The teacher leant forward, to get a better look at Jack's face, and something of the boy's vacant expression must have set alarm bells off. "Jack, what's going on?" he said, a little softer, "Talk to me."

Jack swallowed, "I…I printed…I printed the leaflets…" he managed to get out. The dizziness was getting worse.

Bunnymund frowned, "The Head-master wants to see you in her office. This is bad Jack; skipping school has very serious consequences."

"I…I won't do it again…" Jack fumbled on the words. Everything felt so heavy, it was like he was underwater. He couldn't breathe.

"That's not good enough Jack. Why did you go? _Where_ did you go? Was it really worth missing your assessment and jeopardising the mark of everybody else in your group?"

"I need to…I need to go…" Jack tried to push past Bunnymund. He was too hot. There were too many questions. He wanted to go home. He wanted to get out.

"Jack…" Hiccup said slowly, "What's that on your lips?"

Jack paused, and reaching up he wiped his bottom lip. His mother's lipstick came off on his thumb, and he stared at it.

The reality of what had happened crashed over him, and he forced his hand over his mouth just as the vomit rushed up. Bunnymund jumping back as Jack turned his head sharply away, swallowed forcefully as his body retched. He struggled to keep it down, and finally managed, avoiding a mess in the school corridor.

"Oh my God, Jack." Hiccup was immediately at his side, "Are you ok?"

"…I want to go home…" Jack managed to get out, and Bunnymund reached for his shoulder, his voice soft and assuring.

"Alright," he eased, his mouth pinched, "Alright, let's go. The Head-master has called your father in. We'll get this sorted. Come on. Hiccup," Bunnymund ordered, "go grab him a bottle of juice from the dining hall; I think he's been out in the sun too long."

Hiccup gave an uncertain nod, and Jack wilted, the weight of Bunnymund's hand on his shoulder already too much for him to handle.

"We'll get this sorted Jack, alright?" Bunnymund repeated, and even though Jack hadn't told him anything, the man seemed to understand. He seemed to know; something was not right.

Infact, Jack suddenly didn't know how anything could be right again.

* * *

><p>Zachary was not unused to being summoned to school by angry head-masters. Infact, he was impressed that Jack had gone so long, in the news school, without Zachary being called in…<p>

But the reason for the summons concerned him. Jack had apparently skipped class and been seen leaving the school for an entire period.

This, onto itself, was highly out of the ordinary.

Zachary paced through the corridors, following a pupil's direction toward the head-masters office. When he arrived, he found Hiccup sitting outside, his face pale.

"Zachary," Hiccup looked up.

"What's going on?" Zachary asked immediately. If anybody knew exactly what was happening, it would be Hiccup.

Hiccup shook his head, "I don't know…I've never seen him like this. I think something is seriously wrong…" Hiccup bit his lip, "The Head-master is _really_ angry."

Zachary nodded, and patted Hiccup's shoulder in quick comfort as he passed. He knocked on the door, and then let himself in.

The office was a cramped space, not for it's size, but because there four people already in it. The headmaster; a stout, brown haired woman, an official, snobbish looking teacher to her left, an then a vast beast of man who Zachary could only presume was the famous Bunnymund.

Bunnymund was stood behind a chair, where Jack was sat, his head bent low and eyes to the floor.

"Ah, Mr Zachary, please come in." The Headmaster quickly addressed, her voice curt. "This is Professor Patrude the head of year, and Hugh Bunnymund; Jack's English teacher."

"Good afternoon," Zachary said shortly, "I came as quickly as I could."

"We appreciate that." The headmaster stated, "And we'll get straight to the point. Quite frankly, Mr Zachary, your son has gone too far. We accepted him into this school on the grounds that he would make an effort to overcome his past discrepancies. His behaviour today has demonstrated that he clearly has no ambition to change."

"Headmaster, please," Bunnymund cut it, "Jack is prankster, and a little rowdy at times, but his work is always to a high level and he's put an effort into concentrating his energies correctly. Today is regrettable, but I don't think it's cause to make any hasty decisions, not when we don't have the full story. In-fact, I think our efforts would be better places looking into how this happened-"

"-We have the full story, Mr Bunnymund." The headmaster replied, "Jack left the school during class time, and skipped a period and an examination."

"It was a presentation. It can be retaken." Bunnymund argued, "What your suggesting sounds as if you mean to expel the boy; this is only one discretion."

"Jack," Zachary spoke over them all. He had been watching his son, trying to gage what was going on. Jack hadn't looked up at him once or spoken, his face purposefully turned away in that abject shame that he only wore when he knew he had done something very wrong. "Tell me what happened."

"He was seen leaving the school," Professor Patrude began.

"I am _talking_ to my _son_." Zachary snapped, silencing the man. "Jack," Zachary ordered softly, and he moved around the chair and slowly knelt infront of the boy, "Tell me what happened."

Jack tried to look away, but Zachary took him by the chin and steered his face up. Jack's eyes darted helplessly and met Zachary's gaze. They were wide, and panicked.

"Jack?" Zachary once more prompted, his voice barely above a whisper.

Jack's eyes managed to widen even more, and then his face screwed up, as if the force of the truth could no longer be held it. With a sudden violence, he buried his face into his hands, gripping it like he meant to tear away the flesh.

"She was here." he managed to choke out, and Zachary's blood ran cold.

He didn't need a name.

"She was here…" Jack whispered in a whine, his voice tight and high. "Mum…She came to the school. She…she wanted to take me to lunch."

Terrible flashes of fear raked through Zachary as he listened, stone-still and full of terror.

"With respect, young man," Professor Patrude began from his corner, and Zachary fought the urge to turn around and punch the little man out, "Regardless of who it was, even your mother, you are not allowed to leave the school whenever you want."

Zachary shot him a stern look that told the Professor that he was not part of the conversation, and that if he attempted to contribute again, Zachary would break his legs. Patrude when pale, and Zachary turned back to Jack attentively.

"I know I wasn't supposed to…" Jack continued, his voice wavering. "You warned me a million times…I know I should have stepped away, and contacted a teacher and called you, but I couldn't…She…She said she might get upset. Said she didn't know what she might do…I had to go with her…I had to…"

"It's alright." Zachary tried to ease, tried to make the painful words come out easier.

"It's not alright," Jack sobbed, "I know I shouldn't have…But she's my Mum…She's Mum…"

"I know."

"And she knows all about us. About Rufus. And Hiccup. And where we live…" Jack hiccupped, "And she says she's going to take me away. And she…she…" Jack began to wipe his mouth aggressively, his breathing sharp and ragged.

"Ok." Zachary reached up, and pulled the boy's head against his shoulder.

"I'm sorry…" Jack cried, "I'm so sorry…"

"Don't apologise." Zachary released him. "It's going to be alright. I promise you."

Jack shook his head meekly, tears running down his cheeks. He was sun-burnt, and the heat radiated off of him. Zachary wouldn't have been surprised if the boy had mild heat-stroke, among other things.

"I want you to go outside, and sit with Hiccup, ok? I'm going to deal with this," Zachary told him, "Then I'm going to take you home."

Jack nodded slowly, and stood, weak on his feet.

"Excuse me, we're not done here." The Headmaster began.

"No, we're not." Zachary agreed, as Bunnymund helped Jack to the door, holding it open for him. Zachary waited until the door was closed to turn back to the desk. He could feel the veins throbbing in his forehead, his heart racing with his sudden anger. "Well then…Where to begin? There are no words to describe how flabbergasted I am by the ineptitude I have encountered today in this room."

There was a shocked silence, the headmaster's mouth falling open as Zachary took his opportunity to continue, his voice raised.

"It really baffles me how the only person in here who actually has to deal with Jack's misbehaviour day to day, is also the only person who isn't trying to throw him under the bus." Zachary gestured to Bunnymund, "Apparently Sir, you are the only one who actually gives a fuck about my son, and for that I am thankful. Unfortunately, it doesn't not alleviate my rapidly dwindling opinion of this school."

"Mr Zachary," The Headmaster cried, "There is no cause for such vulgar language."

"I will use whatever language I fucking wish," Zachary shouted, "Because apparently nobody in this room is concerned that my son was abducted from your school today!"

Again, there was a long silence, "He…He wasn't abducted. He was seen leaving willingly." Patrude began in their defence.

"Oh, I'm sorry: because all _abductions_ involve masked-men in striped pyjama's shoving children into bags?" Zachary roared, "HE IS A _CHILD_ AND SHE IS HIS MOTHER. EXPLAIN TO ME EXACTLY WHAT HE WAS SUPPOSED TO DO!? IT WAS NOT UP TO HIM TO BE ABLE TO DEAL WITH THAT SITUATION. YOU ARE SUPPOSED TO TAKE CARE OF HIM!" He slapped his hands on the desk, his whole body shaking, "So instead of coming in today, and hearing you talk about your plans to punish Jack, I would really like to know how it is that a known sex offender was able to waltz into your school and kidnap one of your students without anyone noticing!" He leant forward, "And then we can discuss your decision to blame Jack, instead of immediately calling the police the moment you heard that he was accompanied off campus by an adult woman!"

Again, there was a long silence, "A…A sex-offender?"

"A sex-offender," Zachary repeated, "A _paedophile_. Would you like me to _spell it for you_?"

"Ho…How were we to know-"

"She is on your alert list." Zachary hands bunched into fists, "And even if she wasn't, she shouldn't have been able to just come in here and remove Jack from the school."

"Again, we had no way of knowing; reports said he left _willingly-_"

"HE IS A TEENAGE BOY!" Zachary was close to screaming, "A MINOR IN YOUR _CARE_! IT DOESN'T MATTER IF THE FUCKING PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED FUCKING STATES CAME IN, NOBODY SHOULD HAVE BEEN ABLE TO WALK HIM OUT OF THOSE DOORS!"

"There is no need to shout…" The Headmaster was getting flustered, her eyes blinking rapidly.

"I have every reason to shout, because instead of rushing to investigate what flaw in your system which managed to allow this to happen, you are scrambling to justify yourselves. Let me tell you now, when I come back to sue the school for all it's worth, that is going to look extremely bad in your defence!"

The headmaster managed to go even whiter, Patrude grabbling in the corner. From behind, Bunnymund was silent and stoic.

"Sue…Sue, you have no grounds for-"

"-Lady, don't even go there. I've talking the law talk for years, I could have you fired and removed from your position for negligence with a phone call. In-fact, unless you start standing to attention and doing your fucking job, that is exactly what I am going to do." Zachary fished out his mobile, and by the look in his eye, she knew it wasn't an exaggeration. She swallowed and grew quiet. "Good. Here's what's going to happen," Zachary tucked the phone away, "I am going to take Jack now. He will not be back in school for a few days. In that time, you are going to host a full investigation into what happened; I want the names of the witnesses who saw Jack leave. I want written statements. The police will be involved; everything is going to be done to understand what happened." Zachary turned to the door, finished and eager to leave. "And during that whole mess, I want you all to thank you lucky stars that your negligence didn't get my son killed today."

He left them to their terrified silence, slamming the shut behind him. On the bench outside, Jack and Hiccup were entwined. Jack's face was flushed, his eyes still wide and unfocused, and he was trembling. They both looked up at him as Zachary stepped out, and he knew that they had heard every word he had said.

Wordlessly Zachary crossed to Jack and stood above him. His son looked up with wide, desperate eyes and a Zachary was struck with stab of helplessness. He suddenly didn't know what he could do to make things better, to protect Jack, to keep everything from falling to pieces.

He started by yanking his son off the bench and into his arms, and holding him as tightly as he dared.

"You were so brave." He whispered into his son's hair, feeling Jack shaking in his embrace. Hiccup watched, his face furrowed with fear and concern.

From behind Zachary, he heard the door open, and Bunnymund stepped out, looking grave. Zachary released Jack, who wobbled a little on his feet. He looked passed Zachary, and met Bunnymund's eye.

"I'm sorry for missing the presentation…" he said in an un-characteristically small voice.

"It's alright, Jack. That's not important."

"…I was going to own that assessment…" Jack mumbled, and Zachary pulled him into his side.

"I'm sure Mr Bunnymund will let you retake it."

"…The flyers will have the wrong date on them…" Jack mumbled into his shirt. He sounded drunk, and Zachary needed to get him home.

"I think we probably have enough ink in the printer to redo them. Don't worry about it." He ruffled Jack's hair, Jack exhaling slowly. He was heavy against Zachary's side.

"You take care, Jack. I'll see you in class when you're feeling better." Bunnymund shot a glance up at Zachary, "I'm sorry." He murmured, "That doesn't cut it…But I am."

"Thank you." Zachary accepted, "Come on Jack, let's get going…"

Hiccup stood as they made to leave, eager to follow. Zachary shot him an apologetic glance. He would have been glad to throw his other arm around Hiccup and accompany both of the boys out of this shit-hole, but having just raved about adults abducting children from the school, he couldn't then turn around and pull the same stunt.

"You should get back to class Hiccup…We'll be waiting for you when you get home."

"But I-" Hiccup began, and Zachary shook his head. Hiccup closed his mouth.

"Thank you for taking care of him. We'll see you at home."

Hiccup nodded dumbly, and Zachary gathered Jack against him, the pair walking away, wrapped together in their unified fear.

* * *

><p><strong>And that's a wrap for today! Hope you all enjoyed, and congrats to some of the reviewers who guessed what was going to happen!<strong>

**Please review, and tell me your thoughts, theories and hopes for what will happen next!**

**Thanks for reading. **


	10. Chapter 10

**Ok, wow – so first, I just want to thank you all for the outstanding response I got from the last chapter! Your comments and reviews just gave me life! I am so pleased to see so many people enjoying this fic…Honest to God, you guys are the best!**

**So without further ado, please enjoy this update!**

**Warning: For mild sexual scenes.**

**Enjoy!**

**North&West**

The hardest thing was getting the whole story out of Jack. Zachary had sat his son down in the safety of a cool, dark room, presented him with a glass of coke to slowly sip on, and had then held the boy quietly until Jack was able to speak.

He knew that soon, the police would want the same story, and then again and again to the point of exhaustion, but Zachary had to have it first, and for two reasons.

One, because he needed to prepare for the legal storm which Isolde was apparently trying to brew.

And two, because Jack had been through something horrific, and Zachary had not been there to protect him. All he could do was listen to the burden, and use the information to try and make everything easier for his son.

When Jack was done, Zachary had sent him to go and lie down. Between the heat-stroke and the exhaustion of the day, the boy had been in desperate need of rest, and fell almost straight-asleep the moment he lay down. Zachary lingered in the doorway of the bedroom, watching over his son, before finally moving out to begin work.

He had texted Isaac the moment he had gotten home, and been informed that his friend had cancelled all his appointments, and would be with him as soon as possible.

_I know you want to storm the fortress now,  
>but wait for backup. <em>

Isaac had written, knowing Zachary all too well. The temptation to drive down to where his father worked and demand what the hell he thought he was doing, had been strong…But nothing would come of getting personal. Zachary knew it would be unwise to try and represent himself in this matter. He was too emotional, too invested.

_"She says she has something on you…"_ Jack had whispered, and Zachary shuddered, his mind racing. He already had a good idea of what Isolde would use to try and pry Jack away from Zachary.

There was a knock on the door, and Zachary let Rufus in.

"Hiccup called me…Is everything alright?" Rufus asked immediately, bustling in and holding Zachary by the shoulders. Zachary put his finger to his lips, hushing him.

"I'm sorry." he said simply, "I don't have time to explain right now. Jack is sleeping…I hate to ask this of you, but would you watch over him? I need to go make a few phone-calls, and I want someone close in-case he wakes up…At least until Hiccup gets home."

"Of course." Rufus agreed, and he touched his hands to Zachary's face. "You're grey…Are _you_ ok?"

Zachary closed his eyes, "I need to get to work." He mumbled, and pulled away from Rufus before they could get any closer. "Thornton-…That is, Isaac; Jack's Godfather, should be here shortly."

"Will you at least tell me what is going on?"

"I…" Zachary shook his head, "I can't do this right now. Please…Just watch over Jack. I…I'll explain later, alright? I just…I need to…" He gestured away. He saw a flash of hurt in the other's eye, but Rufus seemed to understand the urgency of the situation.

"I've got Jack," he assured, "Do what you need to do."

"Thank you." Zachary wanted to kiss him, but in the end, all he could manage was a quick squeeze of Rufus's arm, before he stalked toward the office and shut himself in.

He set to work immediately, making every necessary call. Somewhere between hanging up on one person and dialling for the next, Zachary's sister called him.

"How did you find out?" he asked her, slumped in his seat.

"Isaac called me, because he knew you wouldn't." Katrina berated, but her voice was soft and full of concern. "My baby brother, is there anything I can do?"

Zachary covered his eyes, "…Right now, no…But if things get bad, I may need you to come and get Jack."

"You don't think it'll get to that, do you?" Katrina inhaled sharply.

"If Isolde was on her own, no…But Rivalen has powerful friends, and our father never seems to tire of trying to hurt me." Zachary growled.

"I cannot believe he would do this."

"Can't you? _Can't you_, Katrina!?" Zachary lost his temper, but Katrina nipped it in the bud.

"Don't you raise your voice at me." She ordered him, and he grew quiet again.

"…I hate him…" Zachary broke out. "I hate him. I _hate_ him…"

"I know, my love."

"No, you don't." Zachary's fists shook, "Because I was happy to let the past be the past, so long as I never saw or heard from the bastard again…But if his meddling results in _anything_ happening to my Jack, than mark my words, I will make that son of a bitch regret that he ever let me be born."

Katrina gasped, "Arlen, that's a terrible thing to say."

"I mean it." He responded, "I will kill him, Katrina. I will _murder_ him."

"Yes, well," a voice interrupted him from the doorway as Isaac stepped into the room. Zachary had not heard him come into the apartment, but Rufus must have let him through, "If you could avoid saying that in public, I'd really rather not have my client _threaten_ the opposing lawyer, regardless of familial history."

"You shouldn't have called Katrina." Zachary told him angrily.

"I am still on the line! And _of course_ he should have!" Katrina reminded angrily, her voice tinny through the speaker. "I will let you boys get to work. Arlen, please give Jack such a hug from me. I will be down there at the drop of a hat the moment you need me, so don't hesitate to ask."

"Thank you 'Trina." Zachary lowered his voice. For all his anger, he was ever thankful for her love and support.

"My a'th kar." She said to him in Cornish.

_I love you._

"My a'th kar." He replied, smiling slightly. Neither of his parents had ever bothered to learn the language of their home county. Katrina had taught it to him, so that they could speak in secret, when times grew hard.

He hung up, and turned to Isaac who was already setting up papers, and making himself at home in the office.

"Rufus said Jack was sleeping. How is the boy?"

"In shock." Zachary scooted over to look at what Isaac had brought. "He was very shaken by what happened."

"I imagine you both are." Isaac sat down, "Which is why it's a very good thing I am here to make sure you don't do anything _stupid_. From here on out, I am your lawyer in this matter. You do not talk, meet, or even glance at the opposition unless we have discussed it first, and I am with you. Do you understand?"

"I'm not a child, Thornton."

"True. But you know how they say Doctor's make bad patience? Well, I already know you're going to be _terrible _client, so I thought I'd at least lay some ground rules in, before you start trying to back-seat lawyer me."

This earned Isaac a small, somewhat fleeting smile. Zachary bowed his head. "I will endeavour not to be too much of a pain."

"And yet, somehow…you _will_ be." Isaac clapped his shoulder.

"I have to keep you on your toes somehow." Zachary sat forward, "Have you managed to find out the details of how Rivalen got Isolde out of prison?"

"You're not going to like it."

"My crazy ex-wife is walking free and just accosted my son. I don't like _anything_ about it. Tell it to me straight."

Isaac inhaled, "There were a lot of details, but it all boils down to this…Rivalen proved that there was insufficient evidence that she was a sex offender, and since that's what held the entire case against her together…"

"The case was that she tried to murder Jack!"

"Who was a child, and couldn't give evidence." Isaac frowned, "Or rather…You didn't let him, remember? Against my advice."

"Don't question me!" Zachary roared, jumping to his feet, "I wasn't going to make a six year old testify against his own mother in court. He had been through enough."

"I know why you did it!" Isaac sprang to his feet, unafraid. "Dammit, Zachary, I was _there!_"

There was a loud knock on the door, and Rufus peered around, "I suggest," he said in a solemn voice, "that the pair of you go up to my apartment, and continue there, if you mean to shout your way through this. Or else you are going to wake Jack."

Both lawyers froze under Rufus's sudden, very piercing stare. The architect looking them both up and down, like a disapproving hen, before retreating and closing the door.

"…I'm sorry for shouting." Zachary mumbled.

"We need to keep level heads." Isaac agreed. "What happened, happened…There is no judgement from me. The fact of the matter is, the case against Isolde was held up entirely by your testimony. That jogger saw Jack and Isolde go out onto the lake, but you were the only one to actually see her trying to drown him. Your accusation held credence because you also stated she was a sexual predator…Now, the only other witness to that, who agreed with your testimony was Sandra Keltec, Jack's teacher of the time. Unfortunately she died of breast-cancer a few years ago, and can't be brought forward again. The fact of the matter is, you are the only one who can testify about what Isolde did…Jack too, could come forward, but his testimony could be questioned: false memories are all the rage these days, and it happened ten years ago."

Zachary clenched his hands together, "…So what you're saying is, Rivalen was able to tear the whole case apart simply because a witness died?"

"In short, yes."

"And because the best example of her paedophilia can't be brought to court again…" Zachary's voice dipped into a hushed whisper.

"…Yes," Isaac agreed quietly.

Zachary sat in a solemn silence, and then laughed bitterly, "I was such a fool, Isaac."

"No, Zach." Isaac shook his head, "you were a victim. But not anymore. I suggest we take up Rufus's offer, and use his apartment upstairs. It'll give us more breathing room. We're going get our strategy in order. I very much doubt this will go to court, because even out of jail, Isolde doesn't have a leg to stand on when it comes to claiming custody of Jack. But if it does, we need to be ready. So, first, we find every scrap we can pull up that we can use to discredit her…And then, we need to figure out exactly what her mode of attack is going to be…So that there are no unpleasant surprises."

"That…" Zachary said sourly, "I think I already have a good idea of what she's playing."

**North&West**

The moment school ended, Hiccup ran all the way home.

By the time he made it to the apartment, his prosthetic was chaffing, and he was panting, and sweaty and a terrible mess. The cold blast of the air conditioning as he stepped into the building, set his teeth a chatter, but he barely noticed it. The lift didn't go fast enough, and he paced the small expanse until he finally arrived on Jack's floor.

Rufus was already in the apartment, and the moment Hiccup stepped in, Rufus hugged him and put his finger to his lips.

"Jack's asleep." He whispered, "He's in the bedroom."

"Is he ok?" Hiccup fretted, tugging off his blazer. The rest of the apartment seemed to be empty, and there wasn't another sound. "Where's Zachary?"

"Upstairs, with Isaac." Rufus looked over his shoulder, as if he doubted his own information for a minute, "Hiccup…What's going on?"

"I…Don't know, really." Hiccup admitted, and briefly summarised what small bits and pieces he had managed to surmise between Jack, and the snippets of what he'd heard Zachary shouting. Rufus went pale.

"Jesus…"

"Can I go and see Jack?" Hiccup asked anxiously, his eyes darting across to the door of Jack's room.

"Of course…Just…Be gentle." Rufus said warily, and then shook his head, "What am I saying? You know what to do." He released Hiccup, who nodded thankfully, and hurried across to Jack's bedroom.

He let himself in as quietly as he could. The room was dark, the curtains drawn, so that most of the light poured from Jack's fishtank, which glowed eerily.

In the bed, Hiccup could make out Jack's form, curled in around itself. Jack's white hair peaked out from under the covers, and Hiccup slowly moved across.

"Jack?" He whispered. There was no response. He could hear slow, and steady breathing; the boy was fast asleep.

Wordlessly, Hiccup removed his shoes, and threw his blazer over the chair, where Jack's was strewn. Then he climbed into the bed behind Jack, and curled himself protectively around the boy. Jack shifted and sighed, as the pair settled once more.

_I'll stay here._ Hiccup thought to himself, closing his eyes, equally as exhausted by his worry and the run home. _So that when he wakes up, he's not alone…I'll never leave him alone again_.

North&West

Zachary glanced at his phone, and dropped it back into his pocket.

"What is it?"

"Text from Rufus. Hiccup is with Jack now." Zachary massaged his temples and looked down at the papers again. He was developing an awful headache, but that was nothing new.

_"This is what happens when you don't wear your glasses!" _Jack always scolded him, and Zachary half-laughed to himself. He was so barely long-sighted that for the most part, he could get away without wearing the slim spectacles his Son had made him buy, but the astigmatism did mean that after a while, his head started to pound like nobody's business. It still wasn't incentive enough to make him wear the damn things…Once, as a boy, he's seen a fellow class-mate get hit in the face whilst wearing glasses, and the resulting trauma had been enough to make Zachary vow never to wear any again…Indeed, even seeing Jack put in contact lenses made Zachary squirm. That always amused Jack.

"What are you smiling about?" Isaac asked, and Zachary's expression fell as he was brought back to the room. Jack's jovial attempts to disgust his father were quickly replaced with the shaking image of the boy from that afternoon.

"Nothing." Zachary shook his head and settled back, "Continue."

"As you wish. I've written a list of questions you'll probably be asked, so that we can rehearse your answers…Do you honestly think that Isolde is going to go in from this angle?"

"…Even if she can't get Jack for herself, she'll do everything in her power to make sure I lose custody too…And she has the tools to swing it."

"I think you're giving her too much credit."

"She wants to make me out to be a sexual abuser. She has a police report of me shoving her, and if she discredits my reason for doing so, as she already has, than that becomes a documented form of assault."

Isaac bit his lip, "It's true," he granted, "She's also likely to bring in your…_medical_ history."

"I know." Zachary rubbed his face, trying to alleviate the pressure behind his eyes. "The evidence in her hands looks damning…And with my father, they'll be able to make it out that I am some sort of sexual predator. They'll use everything in their arsenal…Starting with my relationship with Rufus."

Isaac sat up, "That is _not_ evidence. You know the Jury will be told to disregard that."

"And you know that they won't." Zachary said gloomily.

"People are much more liberal these days, Zach. They're not going to equate a same-sex relationship as evidence of a perverse nature."

"I can't put my faith in that…" Zachary paused and sighed. With a finite dread, he suddenly knew exactly what he needed to do. It made him sick, but his voice was steady. "…I need to end it with Rufus."

"Oh, don't be ridiculous."

Zachary barely heard him, his mind heavy with thoughts. "Nobody can prove my relationship with him. We've never been affectionate in public…"

"Zachary, for God's sake." Isaac stood, "you are not breaking up with Rufus because of this."

Zachary could hear his heart-beat in his ears. He felt as if there was a glass-screen separating him from the rest of the world. "I have to…"

"No you don't! This is what she _wants!_ She wants you to be miserable! She wants you to suffer! I will not let Isolde _destroy_ the first shred of happiness you've had in _years_."

"And what about Rufus!?" Zachary temper once again tipped and he stood sharply. "Am I supposed to put him through all of this!? He has his own problems! His health for a start."

"I…Don't know anything about that…" Isaac began uneasily, trying to argue.

"No, you don't!" Zachary agreed, "What if this mess makes him worse? What if he winds up back in the hospital!? What if I…what if I _kill_ him, Isaac!?"

Isaac became pensive, his moth drawn into a thin line. "The only person I see you killing right now is yourself."

Zachary grew quiet. For a moment, the idea flittered across his thoughts, and Isaac stiffened and seized him by the arms.

"Stop!" he commanded, "Don't even think it. That would resolve _nothing_."

Zachary looked stubbornly away. "I'm not an idiot, Isaac."

"Well sometimes you act like one." Isaac stated, "And if you think for one minute you are facing this tide alone, than you're wrong. I will fight tooth and nail for you, Zachary. You saved my life once, back when we were kids. I owe you everything…but above that, you are my _friend_. And Jack is my god-son. And if I can't fight for your happiness, than what am I good for?"

Zachary turned away, unable to look his friend in the eye. A deep shame filled him, and then a fierce appreciation. Isaac continued softly.

"I can't speak for your decision with Rufus…Just…Just promise me you won't make any hasty decisions. You're in shock, right now. This isn't the time to be making these kinds of choices."

Zachary nodded slowly. "…Isaac…" his voice came out weak, "Please don't let Isolde take my son away."

"Like _hell_ she's going to." Isaac promised. "Like _hell_."

**North&West**

It wasn't a state of consciousness, but Jack knew he wasn't completely asleep. Outside, the world had turned dark, so he knew it was late even without having to check his phone. His room was muffled with silence. Beyond the door, he could hear footsteps, and beside him was a warm weight.

The first thing which Jack became completely conscious of was the burning sensation all over his skin. He lay, in half-sleep, trying to will the uncomfortable feeling away, but the more he thought about it, the more he felt his skin flush, until he was in almost agony.

_Isolde lifted him up and onto the boat, which rocked under his weight. He giggled as she climbed in after him, shushing him with a smile, and ducking their head: they weren't supposed to be out on the water at this time, but it would be there little secret._

Jack forced his eyes open, tearing himself away from the dream. His chest was heavy with the pressure of sleep, and his skin blistered.

_Am I awake?_ He thought with discomfort. The half-state was confusing and bleary, and his skin _hurt. _It hurt in every place that Isolde had touched.

_"Careful Jack!" Isolde laughed, pulling him from the side of the boat, "You don't want to fall in, do you?"_

"Oh no…" Jack whined, his voice soft. "No, no."

_"Come to my side, it's cold." Isolde bundled him close, and Jack fell into her embrace. She was so warm, so soft…She gazed down at him with love, and then leant down and kissed him on the lips. "My little boy."_

Jack turned his head. His lips felt like they'd been pressed to a stove. The painful flush of his skin rose, and suddenly it was intolerable. Jack tore himself from his sleepy paralysis and mounted to his feet. The world tipped sickeningly, and he staggered across to the bathroom.

"…Jack?" he thought he heard a voice far behind him, but the world was an inky mess and Jack couldn't see the line between reality and dream any more.

_"Look! A shooting star, Mummy!" Jack gasped, pointing at the sky._

_"A shooting star?" Isolde gasped, "Oh, Jack! Aren't you lucky. Did you make a wish?"_

_"Yeah." Jack giggled. "I wished that Daddy could be here too."_

_Isolde didn't respond, "Oh look!" she cried, "Another one! Did you see it?"_

_"No? Where?" Jack craned his neck, searching the skies. _

_"Never mind; we'll just have to keep our eyes peeled for the next." Isolde consoled, humming softly._

_"Mummy, did you make a wish?" Jack asked._

_"Yes."_

_"What did you wish for?"_

_"…I wished for you and I to be together always." Isolde whispered._

Jack gasped for air. The heat was growing unbearable. He struggled to remove his shirt, before giving in. He tripped and fell into the shower, heaving. "Ow, ow, ow." he rubbed his mouth. It was like acid had been poured onto his skin.

"Jack?" Distantly the voice again, but Jack couldn't afford to concentrate on it. He reached for the cold tap and turned it urgently.

The water burst out over him, and tumbled in an icy sheen. Jack cried out in quiet shock, and then stood, relief pouring through him as his clothes began to cling to him. The excruciating heat slowly subsided, falling away like huge clumps of mud which clung to him.

The water drenched his hair, and fell in a curtain around his face.

_"I love you, Jack." Isolde was holding him firmly, "I love you. I love you. I love you. That's why. That's why."_

_The water was over his head, the grip tight. Jack struggled, but couldn't break free. The surface shuddered above him, spilled with moonlight, which was caught on the explosion of bubbles that streamed out of his mouth. _

"Jack." A hand was on his shoulder, and Jack jolted and looked around.

Beside him, his chest and sleeve now sodden, Hiccup was leaning into the shower, staring hard into Jack's face. Jack blinked, and in an instant realised where he was, what he was doing, and most importantly that he was _freezing._

"Jack, it's ok…" Hiccup whispered, and Jack's teeth began to chatter. He shook his head.

"No," he said, and he was glad of the water, because it disguised his tears, "It's not ok. I'm not ok."

"I know…I'm saying it's ok that you're not ok." Hiccup assured, and Jack's whole body shuddered. "But can you come out from there, please? _Please_?" Hiccup asked.

"I…I…" Jack couldn't explain it; the heat that had spread on his body. He wasn't sure if it was real, or his imagination…but he still felt something clinging to his skin. An uncleanliness, a touch which he wanted to clean off.

"If you can't," Hiccup said softly, "Then I'll come in."

And without another word, Hiccup had stepped fully into the shower, clothes and all, and had enveloped Jack into a hug.

"H-hiccup…" Jack's voice wobbled, and Hiccup held him firmly. "Hiccup…" he broke down, burying himself into the boy with a wordless wail. "_Hiccup_…!"

Hiccup didn't say a word. He just stood under the downpour of freezing water, as Jack clung to him, waiting for the dregs of the nightmare to just wash away.

Because he just wanted to scream. He wanted to scream, and run, and fling himself into an abyss where there was no sound, no voices, or people who could touch him, or look at him, or try use him again. He wanted to leave everything behind, and disappear from the world, because it was too _hard_. Living was too hard.

_Where am I?_ He thought to himself, sobbing, _Where do I belong? Where do I go?_

There was no answer, only Hiccup's arms, growing colder with the steady beat of the water. Jack couldn't understand how he had managed to stay upright before Hiccup was there, holding him up. Jack couldn't remember what strength felt like.

He was so exhausted. He was so _tired_.

The thought of facing another day, the shame of looking anybody in the eye, now that the school knew, now that people _knew_…What would they think of him? How would they treat him? Where would be belong in this new world, where he had been marked as a victim. It just didn't bare thinking about.

Eventually, his sobs broke down to silence and Hiccup leant across and shut off the water, and both boys stood, shivering in the shower, their hands bound in each other's wet clothes.

"Jack…" Hiccup's voice shook, "Come on."

Slowly he pulled the other boy out of the stall, and they stood dripping on the bathroom mat.

"I'm sorry…" Jack tried to say, but Hiccup stopped him by leaning over and undoing the last of the buttons on Jack's shirt. Jack peeled off the wet garment, as Hiccup removed his own. And then their trousers, and their boxers followed, until they were stood naked in-front of each other, trembling and pale.

Hiccup took the towel from the railing, and threw it over Jack's shoulders, and Jack pulled him, and held him close, so he too was enveloped. The railing was warmed by a radiator, so the towel was hot against their cold bodies.

"Hiccup…" Jack mumbled, his face pressed into Hiccup's neck. "Can we run away?"

"…Where would we go?" Hiccup asked quietly.

"Somewhere that's good…Where no one wants to hurt us…"

"…How do you get there?" Hiccup tightened his grip.

"I don't know…"

"We could go North…" Hiccup suggested.

"And a little West." Jack agreed, and fresh tears spilled from his eyes. "If I go, will you come with me?"

"…Always."

Jack sobbed in relief, "Hiccup, I really don't know what I'm supposed to do."

Hiccup replied by covering Jack's mouth with his own. This kiss was hot, and urgent and Jack fell into it with such a relief he thought the tears would never stop.

Suddenly, it wasn't the scolding feel of Isolde's lips on his, it was Hiccup. And it was Hiccup's touch all over his body, Hiccup's smell that filled him, Hiccup's voice, and his eyes, and his hair, and he was all Jack wanted.

"Please don't stop." He whimpered, and Hiccup trailed kisses down from his neck to his collar, his hands moving up to Jack's chest. A heat followed the touch, but it wasn't like the burning pain of before.

Jack's back met the wall, and Hiccup pushed him against it, supporting Jack, who's legs felt weak. He put his arms around Hiccup's neck and gasped into his ear as Hiccup rolled into him, their hips grinding.

"Jack…?" Hiccup murmured in question.

"It's good…It's good." Jack encouraged, and as Hiccup reached down, Jack closed his eyes, gasping.

This wasn't like any other touch or caress he had ever shared with anyone, or even done to himself. More than the hot, pleasurable feeling, was the relief of submission, and as Hiccup moved his hand, Jack's mind grew quiet of all the unnecessary noise.

Because every part of him was taken up with the sensation of Hiccup, and it was like breathing again.

**North&West**

Afterwards, they dressed in dry clothes, and curled back up onto the bed, their limbs heavy, and their hearts lighter.

"That…That was good." Jack breathed, his voice calm and even.

"It was my first time…" Hiccup admitted, and he was too tired to be embarrassed, his eyes closed. "My first touching anyone…"

"It was good." Jack repeated, and Hiccup smiled, a little shyly.

"For me too."

They lay in silence, staring at each other, their heads on the same pillow. "Today has been weird…" Jack finally said.

"Yeah."

"I guess I should probably tell you…Tell you about her."

"You don't have to."

"I…I want to." Jack cast his eyes down, "Though I guess you've probably already heard enough to know how this story ends…"

"If you want to tell, than I want to hear it. From you." Hiccup opened his eyes, and the pair were suddenly cast back the last time they had lain in a bed together like this, when it had been Hiccup in desperate need of comfort, and Jack's assuring arms around him.

For some reason, it made both of them feel safer, to have shared so openly with each other their own grief.

"It starts off kind of simple…With me and my Mum," Jack began faintly, "When I was a kid, my Dad wasn't around much…He was finishing school, and then at Uni…and Mum liked to keep me to herself. She was my entire world…The person I knew best, who knew me best…I loved her. She loved me." Jack took in a deep breath, "But my mum…isn't _right_. She…did some things…Things to my Dad, that I was too young to understand …And then she started doing them to me."

Hiccup inhaled deeply, but didn't say a word. Jack closed his eyes, because it made it easier to speak.

"I didn't know, because I was too young. I thought that that's just what…what Mum's did. That it was normal. But when my Dad found out, he decided to take me away…To protect me…Only…Only there was no world for me outside of my Mum, Hiccup. For six years, I watched other kids play from my window, saw life go by…But the only time I experience _anything_ was with her…And I know, that in her own way, I was everything for her too…So much so, that when it became a risk that my Dad might manage to take me away…She…She lost it."

Hiccup's hand reached out under the covers, and rested on Jack's arm. Jack exhaled, and continued.

"…She cracked. Decided that the only way for us to be together, was…to die together. At least, that's what I think she decided…It's the only thing that makes sense."

"Oh, God…" Hiccup whispered.

"One night, she snuck me out of the house, and she took me out to a lake close to where we lived. They hired out boats during the day, but it was forbidden to go out without a life-guard. Still, I had been asking to for weeks, so I was delighted when she took me…We were all alone. And it was cold…And really beautiful…And She kept saying how much she loved me. I remember, I was really happy." Jack broke off. "My Dad realised we were missing, and he followed the trail to the lake, and arrived just in time to see my mother…to see my mum holding me under the water."

"Oh my God." Hiccup's hand tightened on Jack's shoulder, and Jack swallowed.

"I don't remember much of what happened, except the water over my head, and the pain…I lost consciousness, apparently. My Dad dove in and swam across to where I was, and he managed to wrestle me out of Mum's grip, and drag me to shore…Then he called an ambulance, and the police, and I went to hospital, and my mother was arrested." Jack opened his eyes, "For years, I struggled to understand what happened…My Dad wanted to shelter me from it, but there were memories that began to make more and more sense as I got older…It was _hard_ to be betrayed by someone who was _everything_ to me…And I _hated_ my Dad, because I blamed him for ruining it, and for not letting me visit her in jail, or see her…But eventually, I learnt the truth. I learnt what she was. I learnt what she did…I came to accept it, even though it was more painful than anything…And…and I even began to forgive her…" Jack's voice died in his throat, "Which is why when I saw her…It's why I went with her…Because the last time she was in my life…"

"She was your mum." Hiccup said, knowingly.

"Is…Is it wrong for me to still love her?"

"No."

"Even though…Even though I know what she is…What she did?"

"It's not wrong, Jack."

"I'm disgusted by her. I hate what she's done and is trying do to my Dad," Jack's voice grew louder, "But she's my Mum."

"I know."

"She's my Mum, Hiccup."

"I know."

"I wish I could hate her." Jack fought back the second bout of tears, and Hiccup closed the distance between them, so that they lay in their own, safe, hushed little world.

"I think the fact that you don't…Is a mark of your courage." Hiccup touched Jack's forehead with his own, "And your strength, more than anything else."

"…You really think so?"

"Yes."

"…I'm so glad you're here, Hiccup." Jack wrapped his arms around Hiccup, "I'm just so glad."

"There's nowhere else I could be." Hiccup replied, "Not anymore. Not ever again."

**North&West**

**And that's it for today! I hope you all have enjoyed, and as ever, I appreciate every single review and comment! So please do leave your thoughts for me, and I shall hurry to get you an update as soon as possible.**

**Thanks again!**


	11. Chapter 11

**And after much delay, here is the next chapter! Thank you to everyone, as always, who reviewed. You guys are the absolute best.**

**Hope you enjoy!**

* * *

><p>It was close to nine before Rufus dared to go and bother Jack and Hiccup. The pair were curled in bed together, talking in soft voices, and they peaked out from under the covers when Rufus knocked, and came in.<p>

Rufus decided to say nothing of their wet hair, "Hi," he began tenderly, "are either of your boys hungry."

There was a moment of pause, and then two very eager nods. Rufus felt his heart lift a little. He had been sat, feeling useless all afternoon, but finally he had something to do.

"Well if the pair of you get up," he encouraged, "I am making you pizza."

"_Making_ us pizza?" Jack sat up. Rufus could see that his face was a little pink along the cheeks and nose and forehead, where he had caught the sun.

"From scratch, yes," Rufus said, with a sudden coyness, "And if you both hurry, you can put on your own toppings, before I set it to bake."

Hiccup and Jack exchanged looks and scrabbled out of bed. Rufus's smile widened: there really was nothing closer to a teenage boy's heart than food.

"I suggest," he added, as he departed, "That you bring any laundry you may need doing. I'll pop a wash on."

Then he went into the kitchen and waited.

He had had to go and collect some recipes from upstairs earlier, before he started the process, but had seen neither Isaac or Zachary, though he'd heard their voices from the study. Zachary had sounded agitated and snappish, and Isaac had been questioning him, as if they were rehearsing for court. Rufus had done his best not to listen in, and had been in and out as quickly as he could.

After a while, Hiccup and Jack emerged, with a pile of sopping laundry, which Rufus took, bewildered. "Why…why are these wet?"

Jack went even pinked, and Hiccup shook his head.

"No reason."

"…Ok." Rufus decided not to question, and quietly loaded them into the washing machine. He would have felt much more like an invader, using Zachary's kitchen and appliances, if the set up was not so similar to his own kitchen upstairs.

"Right, pizza." Rufus ushered the boys to the kitchen isle. He had prepared the dough and sauce, and set the pizza's out, with ingredients around. Both boys had a pizza each, and Rufus had prepared one for himself, and left enough doe and sauce to then whip one up for Zachary and Isaac, when they eventually came down. "Alright boys, we've got ham, we've got pepparoni, we've got so much cheese you wouldn't believe, we've got chicken, and olives, and peppers, and onions…so go crazy ok?"

"I don't think I've ever had home-made Pizza." Jack said, as he took a fistful of cheese and began to spread it eagerly on his pizza. Hiccup quietly did the same. "Let alone helped prepare it!"

Rufus smiled. He had actually been planning on doing the pizzas that weekend, but this seemed like a good time, and it was incredibly good to see Jack looking so bright, after everything the boy had been through.

The boys worked jovially, exchanging jokes, and making patterns in the pizza. Hiccup made a dragon-face out of ingredients, and Jack did a sort of snow-flake, both boys grinning at each other.

"Alright, you done?" Rufus took the pizzas, and loaded them in. "They'll be ready in a bit. What's on the TV? I've been reading through work papers all day, and my head's going to explode unless I have something mindless to laugh at."

The boys migrated over toward the TV, and Hiccup began to flick through it, as Jack searched the DVD collection. In the end, they settled on a generic looking action movie, and played a kind of, shout-out bingo as each of the familiar tropes came out.

"Cars going to explore, cars going to explode!" Jack shouted at the screen, just before the vehicle burst into flames. "Caaaaaaalled it!"

"Where did you learn to fight like that?" Hiccup impersonated a conversation between the hero and his female companion, "I was taught by *insert masculine figure*."

"Who taught you to fight?" The main-character echoed Hiccup.

"…My Dad." The female replied, and Jack and Hiccup exploded with laughter.

"Pizzas ready." Rufus announced, and he served them both up. "Looks good."

They paused the film to collect their food, both boys taking pictures of their pizzas, as Rufus rolled his eyes. "What is it with your generation and photographing your food?"

"This is a work of art." Jack declared, pointing down to his pizza, and Rufus had to grant, that their designs had fared well in the blasting heat.

As Jack and Hiccup returned to their movie, Rufus prepared dinner for Isaac and Zachary, letting his own meal cool. Then, whilst the food cooked, he sat with the boys, picking at his meal without any great hunger, but with a grave understanding that he had to at least eat half, or worry Hiccup.

"Where's my Dad?" Jack eventually asked, his eyes glued to the screen, posture a little stiff.

"Upstairs, with Isaac." Rufus stated, "Working. I'm going to take them some food in a bit."

"Can you make sure he's ok?"

"Of course."

"Thanks." Jack didn't look at Rufus, keeping his eyes firmly on the screen. Rufus glanced over to the oven, and deeming the other pizzas to be done, went and got them out.

"I'm heading upstairs. Behave."

"Yeah, because in the two minutes it takes you to get the lift up, and then down again, there is _so _much we could do." Hiccup waved over his shoulder.

"If you don't think so, than you lack imagination, little brother." Rufus turned and left, balancing the plates as he negotiated the door.

Reaching his apartment, he was forced to knock by kicking the door, and waited a good long while before Isaac answered.

"I brought you dinner." Rufus held up the plates, and Isaac stared at him, like Rufus had just jumped out from behind a bush with a giant check, and a camera crew.

"You are some sort of saint, sir." Isaac took one of the plates, and stepped back so that Rufus could come in. "Zach!" Isaac shouted, "Dinner!"

Zachary emerged from the office, looking bleary and in no mood for conversation. Rufus put the plate down on the counter.

"The boys…" Zachary began.

"Fed. Watching a movie. I've got it." Rufus didn't look at him, "You may want to make an appearance at some point before they go to bed. Jack was asking after you."

"I'll go down." Zachary said without emphasis, and he brushed passed Rufus and left the apartment quietly. Rufus watched after him with dismay, and caught Isaac's eye.

"…How is he?"

"Stressed." Isaac replied, sighing. "I'm sorry; he gets like this when Isolde's concerned."

"It's alright." Rufus ran his hands through his hair, "You guys have a lot of work. I won't get in the way."

"Thank you very much for thinking to bring us food. Zach would have gone all night without a bite to eat otherwise. When he gets focused like this…"

"I understand." Rufus turned away, "Toothless?" he called, "Where are you boy?"

The cat came padding out from Hiccup's room, and sauntered over to Rufus who picked him up. "Sorry big guy," he apologised to the cat, "You've been really neglected today, haven't you?"

"He's been quiet as a mouse." Isaac commented.

"I'll take him downstairs. I hope you enjoy." Rufus nodded toward the pizzas, and then turned to leave.

"Rufus," Isaac said with hesitation, and his reserved tone made Rufus's heart sink. There was almost a pity to Isaac's voice, which really set Rufus on edge. "…Zach is…Look, I've known him a very long time, and if there's one thing I've learnt…He has a terrible taste in lovers, usually. You're the first person I think that's ever been good for him…But he's sometimes really bad at-"

"-You don't need to say it." Rufus interrupted him, his mouth drawn into a line. "I know."

Isaac frowned sadly. "I don't want to seem intrusive."

"It's fine." Rufus cast his eyes down, "…You guys just do what you have to do. I'll be here when he decides to…to…" Rufus's mouth drew into a thin line. He didn't want to say the words, but there had been a presence in the air. It went beyond stress; it was something sharp and unpleasant, like shattering glass.

Rufus had been in enough relationships, and seen them fall apart to know what the uncomfortable look in Zachary's eyes meant.

"Do you ever get the feeling…" he suddenly blurted out, making Isaac jump, "That you've stepped into someone's life at just the wrong time for them…And that at any other time…" he broke off again. Isaac's expression softened sadly.

"I think," he began diplomatically, "That we are surrounded constantly by possibilities. The person I pass in the street may have become my best-friend, had we knocked into each other and got talking…But if you ponder it too hard, you're just going to give yourself a headache. The best we can do is to accept que sera sera: whatever will be, will be."

"…Did you just quote ABBA at me?"

"Regardless," Isaac pressed on, winning him a real smile from Rufus. "The notion stands, whatever its Swedish pop-band roots."

"Que sera sera" Rufus repeated softly, "…I'm not sure if that helps, or makes me feel even more powerless."

"No, I suppose not. But you see, I am a helpless optimist," Isaac sat down, picking up a piece of pizza and taking a wolfish bite. The poor man seemed devastatingly hungry. "Even from bad things, good has a way of presenting itself…Has Zach told you how we became friends?"

"No." Rufus also sat down, cradling Toothless in his arms.

"Well, I used to be part of a group of kids who bullied him relentlessly in school." Isaac informed cheerfully, making Rufus raise his eyebrows. "Oh yes, I was awful. He was small, you see: thin, tight-lipped, snarky and an absolute know it all. He was scrappy, so the older kids made a kind of sport of tormenting him…Plus there was never any consequence: Zach was black and blue more days than he wasn't, and he never shouted, or cried, so…No one ever came to his rescue…." Isaac sighed heavily, his expression darkening, "As he got older, he bulked up a little, and started to really fight back, and got a bit of a reputation. For the most part, people left him alone, unless they were looking for a _fight_. During that time, we were in a few classes together, but because of our history, we didn't talk. I felt guilty for my part in his childhood torment, but I was too much of a coward to apologise for it…" Isaac paused to take another mouthful of food, before continuing. "Anyway, one evening, during our sixth-form, a bunch of students, including myself, went out to an abandoned construction site close to where we lived. The project had run out of money, so it was this shell of a building which had become popular as a hang-out spot. So there we were dicking around, and someone had brought vodka and someone else had weed, and I was dared to climb across some of the old scaffolding above what was to be the underground parking. Now, I was drunk as a lord, and had had a few puffs of the spliff, so I was all for it…But about halfway across, I lost my balance and…"

"You fell." Rufus guessed.

"Fall I did." Isaac nodded, "And hit my head on the way down."

"What happened?"

"Hm," Isaac laughed humorously, "Well, my 'friends' all panicked. There I was quite far below them, lying motionless and bleeding, with a leg sticking out the wrong way, and there they were; a bunch of underage boys, drinking, and some of them high on more than just cannabis. Most of them were looking at getting into prestigious universities to pursue high-ranking jobs in parliament, or law…And so they made the calculated decision to gather up anything that might incriminate them, and _not_ call an ambulance, less the police get involved. It didn't occur to any of them that I might still be alive…I think it was almost easier if they assumed I wasn't."

"My_ God_…" Rufus sat, stunned.

"Fortunately for me, Zach had had an argument with Isolde, and was up at the construction too, drinking and sulking in his corner." Isaac threw up his hands. "Well, he saw me fall, and ran in to help straight away. He climbed down to where I was – which was no easy task! I still don't for the life of me know how he did it! – and dialled for an ambulance." Isaac touched a hand to his head, where Rufus could make out a faint scar on the side of his temple. "It took the emergency services six and a half-minutes to arrive, and I am reliably informed had he not sat with me, stemming the bleeding and administering first aid, I would have died." Isaac shook his head, "And so a chain of unfortunate events led to me making one of the greatest friends of my life. And it isn't just because he saved me, Rufus, you must understand…It's because he marked himself out that day as the _kind of person_ who _would_ save a life, regardless of the risk to himself. _That's _the kind of man he is, you understand?" Isaac said which emphasis, and Rufus couldn't help but smile, his heart swelling, but with a knowing sadness.

"Yeah…I understand."

"And Jack's the same." Isaac took another slice of the pizza. "Loud-mouth, gobbish, and selfless to a fault…That family, they have this kind of attitude, which is that after life has taken everything from them, their solution is to give _more_…And one of these days, if they continue to hollow themselves out like that, they're going to collapse in on themselves." Isaac tapped his mouth thoughtfully, his expression dark. "It's why I vowed to always try and make sure someone is giving back to them…I feel however, I've failed miserably."

"I don't think so." Rufus stood, gathering Toothless to him. "In-fact, I think if you weren't here now, everything would be a total mess."

"It still is a total mess…I never liked Isolde, she was always too…_smiley_. Smiley in way that you never actually know when she's _really_ smiling. Emotional, abusive bitch…I should have stopped that train-wreck while I had the chance, but when Zach makes a decision, that's it – nothing and nobody will change his mind."

"I think he values your opinion though." Rufus turned to the door, "I'd better go. He'll be back up in a minute, and I should give you guys some space."

"I promise we will return your apartment to you before it's too late." Isaac said apologetically.

"I'm unlikely to sleep tonight, don't worry." Rufus left the flat, Toothless draped over his shoulder. He passed Zachary in the corridor, but neither of them said a word.

* * *

><p>Walking to school the next day had felt strange without Jack. It occurred to Hiccup that he hadn't made the journey there once without the other boy, and Hiccup marvelled at how much had happened in the short time he had lived with Rufus.<p>

It was hard to remember what times had been like before. Jack had very much settled into a regular part of his life. When he spoke to Astrid, they conversed as if she too knew the boy, and Gobber would ask after Jack whenever Hiccup went to see him. He had become so intrinsically part of Hiccup's friendship group, that the dynamic seemed strange if Hiccup tried to remove him.

_"When do you think you'll come back to school?"_

_"Ah, probably after the weekend; the longer I stay away, the worse it'll get. If Dad had his way, I'd never go back at all, but he can't stop me." _Jack had said brightly that morning. He was going to be meeting the police to give a statement, and there was a monstrous list of things he needed to do in the wake of what had happened. Despite this, Jack seemed more upbeat than he had been, and the only evidence that something was wrong, was the sun-burn and the tired lines under his eyes.

Zachary in comparison, from the brief ten-seconds Hiccup had spotted him, looked awful. In the space of one night, the man seemed gaunt, and grey, his mouth thin and expression drawn and unhappy. He had grunted a good morning to Hiccup in passing, and then disappeared into his study, moving quickly.

_"He needs his morning coffee_." Jack had joked, but he was unable to disguise the worry in his eyes.

The moment he got to school, Hiccup was flooded with questions. Fishlegs reported quickly on the speculation that was going around about what had happened and why there were police moving in and out. Some of it was frighteningly accurate, whilst other rumours were ludicrous. The main question that hung in the air however, was whether Jack was alright.

"I didn't realise he was so popular." Hiccup said, after another group of Jack's classmates came across and introduced themselves, asking after the albino.

"He has a pretty big presence. When you make people laugh, they'll notice when you're not around." Fishlegs reminded. "Is he ok?"

"He's Jack." Hiccup shrugged, "If anyone can bounce back with a joke it'll be him."

"Well they issued us new books in English, and I've been taking notes for him…So maybe you can pass them on?" Fishlegs held up a copy of Dracula, with a folded page of notes tucked inside. Hiccup took it. He recalled a time when Fishlegs had taken notes for him, when Hiccup had been off school. That seemed so many years ago now.

"He'll really appreciate that." Hiccup murmured.

"He's our friend." Fishlegs shrugged, "That's what friends do, right?"

A warm, appreciate feeling filled Hiccup, "You know," he said, rubbing the back of his head, "I never really thank you for all the times you took notes for me."

"Yeah you did." Fishleg quirked up an eyebrow, "every time I came around your house to drop them off. You would thank me a million times."

"Yeah but, I didn't _thank you_ thank you."

"You tried to pay me, if I recall." Fishlegs recalled, "Which was when Snotlout tried to get in on the action. Remember?"

Hiccup laughed loudly. He did remember. Snotlout had attempted to steal Fishleg's notes to deliver them to Hiccup first and get the money. He had teamed up with the twins, who had ultimately betrayed him, wanting the 'prize' for themselves. The story, which had been relayed to Hiccup in epic detail, had ultimately ended with a bizarre relay race to Hiccup's house between Snotlout, Ruff and Tuff, and Astrid – who had gotten involved primarily for moral reasons, and then become invested in the air of competition.

By the time they had arrived, the notes were so damaged they were totally illegible: spattered with mud, the writing smeared and the paper torn. Rather than be angry, Hiccup had sat and laughed until he choked. When life got hard, sometimes all you needed was your friends to do something exceptionally ridiculous to remind you of why you should keep trying.

Fortunately for Hiccup on the homework front, Fishlegs had arrived a few minutes later with a copy of the notes, which he had pre-prepared for this eventuality.

Hiccup didn't know what he would have done without their (admittedly at times, somewhat backward) support.

That was what Jack needed now. Friendship and laughter, and a sense of normality. Suddenly Hiccup was confident that together, the lot of them could give him just that.

* * *

><p>Rufus slept through most of the morning, after Hiccup had gone to school. He was finally able to reclaim his apartment, with Zachary and Isaac moving downstairs. There were policemen and detectives coming by to take statements and Rufus was glad to be away from the commotion. He would have stayed, if only to support Zachary, but he got the distinct impression that the other didn't want him there.<p>

When he eventually woke up, he set to work. He was still technically on sick leave, but the emails never stopped, and for once Rufus was glad of them. They were boring and occupying and the hours slowly ticked by.

Somewhere close to the evening, he decided to take Toothless for a walk, because although the poor cat hadn't complained once, he was being woefully neglected. Hiccup, Rufus knew, had an appointment to see Dr Edwin after school to give his monthly report on the new prosthetic, so wouldn't be back until later.

Toothless took the lead in the walk, padding ahead like an excited dog. Rufus followed, his stride brisk. The cat took him up to the park, and Rufus dropped onto a park bench and watched with amusement as Toothless went and installed himself in the playground, to the delight of the children.

"Toothless! It's Toothless!" They all clambered around the cat who closed his eyes, pleased with the attention. Some of the children looked around, no doubt trying to spot Hiccup. It seemed the pair had become something close to celebrities here…Well, Toothless at least.

As the cat played, Rufus sat and thought. Something about sitting among the playing children calmed his mind and relieved the stress. It felt, for the first time, like he could breathe a little easier.

"Nothing quite like it, is there?" An amused voice said, and Rufus jumped and turned to see that there was a woman sat on the bench beside him.

"Excuse me?" he blinked, bewildered and she laughed and nodded toward the playground. She was a little older than him, but young still, and very pretty.

"When they go and amuse themselves for a short while and you finally get a chance to relax." She settled into the bench, and Rufus bit his lip, wondering whether it would be appropriate to tell her that he wasn't actually there for any of the children, but rather the cat.

"I…Ur…I couldn't actually say. I don't have any of my own." He eventually confessed, and she looked around to him with raised eyebrows, suddenly a little wary.

"The cat," Rufus explained, "The cat likes coming here. And the children like the cat…So I…Ur…" Rufus rubbed the back of his head and the woman looked across and then burst into peals of laughter.

"Are you close with your cat?" She asked, prettily.

"He actually belongs to my brother, but…Yeah. He's a pretty decent cat." Rufus smiled ruefully, watching as Toothless began to run-away from the children, stopping every few metres so that they knew he actually wanted them to chase him around.

"No cat or children of your own, how quiet your life must be." She joked, and Rufus chuckled.

"One day," he said, "I'd like to have children one day…There was a time I thought…But it didn't happen." He shook his head.

"There's no rush dear," she comforted, looking out over the playground. Her eyes followed a young blonde boy, who Rufus assumed must have been her son. "Life has a way of making this right. When you rush into something you're more likely to make mistakes…Everyone says you have to start young, but…There's time. And believe you me," she touched her stomach, "When it starts, there's no rest for the wicked."

Rufus glanced down to where her hand was rested, "You're expecting another?"

She smiled secretively, "I haven't told my elder one yet, but…I'm hoping he'll be excited. Excited to be a brother. That'll bring our family even closer together."

"I know I was thrilled to be a big brother." Rufus put out his hand, and she shook it. "Congratulations. I wish you all the best."

"Thank you." Her smile gave Rufus a sudden burst of courage. The disparity of the last few days had made it tempting for him to fall back on bad habits. He realised he had neglected to eat anything again today, and decided to remedy that when he got home.

"If I might offer one piece of advice," The woman continued, "When you do get around to it – if you do – make sure it's with the right person, and…Make the most of it." She looked away sadly, "Because one minute they're holding your hand, toddling beside you, and the next…" She looked ahead at the playing children and gave a soft sigh. "You miss so much, if you even blink."

"Yeah…" Rufus agreed quietly. "Thank you, you've actually made me feel better today."

"Glad to have helped."

Rufus stood and whistled, "Toothless, come on; Hiccup will be waiting for us!"

The cat padded out of the playground reluctantly, and he and Rufus set off back toward the apartment.

* * *

><p>When Rufus got back, Hiccup had already returned and was sat at the table doing his homework. To Rufus surprise, so was Jack.<p>

"Bunnymund sent me the new book, and Fishlegs wrote out notes from the class." Jack explained, and he looked strangely happy to be working. He looked a little more exhausted than he had that morning, but he seemed pleased to have something normal to focus on.

Toothless scampered over, jumped onto Hiccup's lap and started to purr. The boy stopped his work to give the cat an affectionate rub behind the ears.

"Where are-" Rufus didn't even had to finished.

"Downstairs." Jack didn't look up from his book.

"Ok. You boys hungry?"

They both looked up eagerly, and Rufus rolled his eyes.

"Bottomless pits, the pair of you. Ok, I'm going to start preparing some food in a bit. I'll just pop down and see if Nelson and Murdock want anything."

"Nelson and who?" Hiccup frowned and Rufus stared at him blankly.

"You're dead to me." He whispered, and left the room.

It was Isaac who answered the door downstairs, looking suspiciously like Rufus had just woken him up. "Sorry, did I disturb you?"

"What? No, no," Isaac straightened himself out, rubbing his mouth and face, "What time is it? Oh God, that late? Urh…"  
>"I wanted to know if either of you wanted something to eat?" Rufus peered into the apartment over Isaac's shoulder, but couldn't see Zachary.<p>

"I swear, you're…you're some sort of _angel_." Isaac groaned, "And I feel awful. But yes, yes please. Zach too, if he…" Isaac looked around and drew off. "Huh."

"Did he go out?"

"I can't remember…I fell asleep on the sofa." Isaac continued to rub his face. "Oh; no – the roof. He said he was going to the roof for a smoke."

"Got it." Rufus thanked, "Dinner will be ready in about half an hour, if you come up and join us then."

"I will. Thank you." Isaac turned and stumbled off back into the house. He really did look very tired.

Rufus headed for the stairs, and trudged all the way up, past his apartment to the top floor. The door that let outside was ajar, and propped open with a broom. Rufus pushed it open and peered out.

True to Isaac's word, Zachary was leaning against the banister, overlooking the city. The tiny pin-point of his cigarette illuminated his face with an orange glow. Rufus stepped out and moved toward him. Zachary seemed to recognise his footfall, because even in the gloom, Rufus saw him tense and then relax.

"You know," Rufus joined him at his side, resting his arm on the banister. "You're not supposed to be smoking up here either. Actually, you're not supposed to be up here at all. This is a restricted area."

Zachary exhaled, the smoke pouring out of his mouth. He gave a throaty, tired chuckle. "No smoking, no going on the roof…What are you, the fun-police?"

"Their Chief Resident, actually, yes." Rufus said sombrely and Zachary laughed again. It turned into a cough, and he waved the smoke out of his face. Rufus took the cigarette and put it between his own lips. Zachary eyed him.

"Don't start any bad habits." He warned, "That shit'll kill you."

"Everything kills you." Rufus breathed out. As foul as it smelled and tasted, there was something very attractive about the way the smoke seeped through the air. He stubbed out the cigarette and dropped it into his pocket. He didn't want any evidence left that they had been out there.

Zachary was staring gloomily out again. He looked pale and hollowed out.

"How are you doing?" Rufus asked.

"Not so great."

"Yeah." Rufus wanted to shift closer, to put his arms around him, but there was a kind of presence around Zachary, a wall that Rufus didn't know how to scale, or get through. "How did it go with the police today?"

"They took statements and did their jobs. Thornton and I are building up our defense but…" He threw his hands in the air and sighed deeply.

A troubling silence fell over them. Rufus took in a deep breath. "Does…Does our relationship complicate things?"

Zachary closed his eyes and hung his head. "…Potentially, yes." He admitted, and even though Rufus had expected it, it still hurt. His chest tightened, but he kept his voice even.

"I don't want to be a cause of stress for you…Not when you've already got so much to contend with…So if you need to end it," He swallowed, "I'll understand, and I won't think any less of you for it."

Zachary gave a small groan, and his face behind his hands. "It's…It's not something I do lightly, Rufus."

"I understand."

"It's just that…I can't risk anything happening." He tried to explain, but the words sounded stiff and difficult to get out.

"It's alright." Rufus smiled, "Before anything, you need to think of Jack. I get that, I do."

"Dammit…" Zachary cursed, "I didn't want it to end like this."

"I didn't want it to end." Rufus said wistfully and he heard Zachary inhale deeply. Rufus ran his hands up through his hair and Zachary dared to look at him.

"I'm sorry."

"You don't need to be." Rufus found it difficult to look in the face. A selfish part of him wanted to fight, and tell Zachary to reconsider, and not give in so easily. But it was hard enough for the both of them, without Rufus making a fuss. At least this way, something of what they had could be salvageable. They could be civil. Friends even. "Regardless of what we are, I want you to know, I am here. So if you need someone to watch over Jack, or feed him, or anything…Don't hesitate, ok?"

Zachary groaned again.

"I've got to go make them dinner now. Isaac's joining us…Please come and eat too, ok?" Rufus dared to reach out, and rest his hand briefly on Zachary's arm, before letting it drop. "Don't start any bad habits," he echoed, "that shit'll kill you."

And then, he turned and left the roof, leaving Zachary alone behind him.

**North&West**

**Thanks for reading! As always, I REALLY appreciate your feedback, so please drop me a review!**

**See you next time! :)**


	12. Chapter 12

**Hi everyone! Sorry for such a long delay in updating, but I'm currently editing ****_The Blood of the Delphi_**** for publication, writing ****_The Children of Aramathea, _**** and doing a PhD symultaniously so…It's been busy.**

**Hope you all enjoy! **

**Warning for language and mild violence in this chapter.**

**North&West**

"I," Jack began, his hands clutched up to his chest, "I have _never_ been prouder." He sniffled, pretending the brush a tear from his eye.

"I thought we did alright." Hiccup agreed, his hands on his hips as they surveyed the damage, side by side.

"How did you even get up there?" Jack marvelled, "When did you have time to put it together?"

"With a very tall ladder, and last night. Fishleg's father knows the security guard, so we paid him off to look the other way." Hiccup breathed out through his nose, his smile wide.

On the ceiling, a larger than life picture of Shia LaBeouf saying "JUST DO IT" had been put together using several A3 sheets of paper. He loomed over the students in the entrance hall, there to greet them with his motivational message as they came into school.

"The twins suggested using glue, rather than blue-tack, so it's also not coming off any time soon." Hiccup shook his head and Jack snorted and laughed. "Best part is, you weren't at school, so there is no way you can be blamed for it."

"Hiccup, I've made a delinquent of you." Jack said with delight, grabbing Hiccup's hand. "My Dad is going to be so mad."

"Nobody can prove anything."

"This is the best welcome back I could have hoped for." Jack's smiled couldn't get any wider, his cheeks hurting, "You guys are insane. I have found my people."

The bell began to toll, and the gathered students who were all admiring the mural on the ceiling, slowly began to detach themselves from the spectacle and make their way to class. Jack leant in and gave Hiccup a quick kiss.

"See you at lunch."

"Yeah, see you then – oh, and Jack," Hiccup called him back, "Look out for more."

"More what?"

"Shia LaBeouf." Hiccup said, his eyes suddenly wide, as if there were some great conspiracy around it. Jack balked.

"There are _more_?"

"Count how many you see. Nowhere is safe." Hiccup warned, and then turned, leaving Jack to his incredulous laughter.

He went on to his own class feeling as light as air. Despite being resolved to return to school, Jack had been a little nervous. His absence had caused somewhat of a stir, and with the police only adding to the commotion, Jack hadn't been sure of what reception he'd get. The last thing he wanted was to have people asking too many questions. All he wanted was to sit in class, do his work and be a nuisance without anyone questioning why his father had threatened to sue the school.

Hiccup and the group's prank served two purposes in that sense: it was the ultimate welcome-back for Jack, but it was also a distraction. The students were so busy looking up and around, for crouching and hidden Shia LaBeouf's, that Jack was able to slip back into the mess of school with ease. It made Jack feel safe, knowing he had friends like Hiccup, Fishlegs, and even Snout-lout and the Twins, looking out for him. Though he suspected the latter three had actually been more enamoured with the idea of defacing parts of the school, than boosting Jack's moral, but Jack wasn't going to complain.

His first class was with Bunnymund, and as he sidled into the room, he pulled out his copy of Dracula from his bag, in preparation. It had not taken long to read the whole thing, and he, Rufus and Hiccup had even watched a version of it the previous night, before then watching the spoof.

Bunnymund looked up from his desk, and without a beat, said, "I presume you are in someway responsible for the latest ceiling instillation in the entrance hall?"

Jack grinned, "For once, I can claim no credit for that work of art." He held up the book, "Thanks for sending this along. Jonathan Harker is a whiny little bitch, but I enjoyed it."

The corner of Bunnymund's mouth twitched, as if he were fighting back a smile.

"Jack!" Sophie cried as she noticed him for the first time, and Jack greeted his classmates.

"Hi guys, miss me?" He gave them all a toothy grin.

"We heard you were arrested, what did you do?" The class clamoured around him.

"I tried to steal the crown jewels." Jack put up his hands, "Got the idea from watching _Sherlock_. Didn't work quite as well for me."

"Come on." One of the boys rolled his eyes, "Seriously, what happened? What did you do to have _that_ many police crawling around?"

"He didn't _do_ anything. He was a witness or something." Someone corrected.

"That I was," Jack said mysteriously, "But I'm not allowed to tell you what I saw…I promised the Prime Minister himself."

"You were just off sick, weren't you?" Sophie accused.

"Swine flu." Jack confessed, wiping his brow, "Lucky it isn't contagious." He pretended to cough into his elbow.

"Seriously, what happened?" Sophie pressed and Jack just gave her a wide smile.

"I'd tell you, but there would be no way of knowing if I was lying or not." He shrugged, and his classmates groaned. Jack cackled, and caught eyes with Fishlegs who was shaking his head.

"Important thing is that it's good to have you back." Fishlegs said and Jack leant in.

"Thanks for the warm welcome." He waggled his eyebrows, and Fishlegs smirked slightly, shrugging.

"Oh, you know." He said modestly.

"Alright everyone, settle down." Bunnymund ordered, standing, "Let's get on with the lesson shall we."

Jack claimed his seat, and flicked open the book. As Bunnymund began, Jack settled back and relaxed. He'd made the right decision coming back to school.

This was where he belonged.

**North&West**

It was a mistake. Zachary should have _never_ let Jack go back to that school. He paced the expanse of his office, staring at the phone and just waiting for it to ring. Waiting to hear that Isolde had turned up again, that she had taken Jack, that she had hurt somebody in the process…

"For God's sake, Arlen!" He hissed to himself, smacking his forehead, "She's building a court-case, she's not going to just go in and grab him…She's insane, not stupid."

He collapsed into his office chair, and buried his face in his hands. Isaac had gone in pursuit of a lead, and so Zachary was alone.

Alone, and utterly exhausted.

_"You should get some sleep; you look like you're about to audition for a Zombie movie, no-offense."_ Isaac had said, but Zachary couldn't fathom the idea of getting into bed. What if his phone rang and he slept through it? He was certainly tired enough.

No: he would sleep when Jack was back at home, safe.

"Jesus Christ, I sound utterly neurotic." He despaired with himself. He needed to sleep. He needed to eat. He needed to get out of his own head.

In the end, he settled for going out onto the balcony and lighting a cigarette. It was his sixth in so many days, and fortunately the last one in the packet. He promised himself he wouldn't go out and buy any more, but even as he did, he texted Isaac, asking him to pick up a box for him on his way back.

_Fuck no. Go buy your  
>cancer sticks yourself.<em>

Isaac replied and Zachary snorted, lit up his cigarette, and leant against the banister, looking over the city. The silence was the hardest thing for him to contend with right now. There had been so much noise and commotion the last few days, that Zachary had had to _leave_ to get any peace and quiet.

Now the apartment was stony. A week ago, the school-time quiet was blissful, but now Zachary wanted to tear his hair out. He hadn't realised how desperately he needed to be surrounded by noise and life until it was all gone.

Maybe this was how it was going to be? Zachary pinched the bridge of his nose, his stomach rolling sickeningly. Maybe the court would rule Zachary as unfit to be a father, and they would take Jack away. There would be no end to the silence then.

He shook his head, trying to knock the thought away. No; he couldn't focus on that. Right now, he needed to put everything into making sure that Isolde was sorry she had ever come back into their lives.

From up above him, he heard the tinkle of music and grew still.

Rufus was playing the piano again. It occurred to Zachary that in the short time they had been together, he'd never actually gotten to see the other man perform. He wondered if Rufus had eaten today. If he'd slept well.

If he was alright.

There was a clang on the piano, and Zachary distinctly heard Rufus swear. The melody started up again, and Zachary couldn't help but smile.

_'Even the perfect Rufus Merle makes mistakes.'_ He thought to himself with a chuckle, only to feel his smile faltering. His heart dropped into the pit of his stomach and he grew cold.

For just a moment Zachary had completely forgotten he'd ended it with Rufus.

He stubbed out his cigarette furiously and went back into the office, slamming the door closed behind him. He had brought these twisting, awful feelings on himself, but it was for the best.

He had to keep telling himself that.

**North&West**

"I think this is the first time I have known you, where you haven't had a detention." Hiccup said as they walked, hand in hand, back toward the apartment.

"Shit, yeah…" Jack frowned, "How _did_ you end up with such a delinquent like me?"

"Opposites attract, I guess." Hiccup shrugged and Jack nocked his shoulder with his own.

"After that stunt you pulled in the school, you are definitely not my opposite. I counted 12 Shia's today, excluding the one in the entrance hall. Got to admit, I didn't expect the one in the toilet cubicle, or in the lampshade. How many were there?"

"40," Hiccup said smugly, and Jack's eyes widened.

"Seriously? I need to up my game then."

"Some were probably taken down. But we're hoping that there will be a few that'll survive undiscovered until Christmas. We've got bets on which one will make it to the new year."

"Hiccup," Jack squeezed Hiccup's fingers, "Thanks for today…You really made the whole transition way easier."

Hiccup blinked and then gave Jack his famous lop-sided smile. Jack leant in and kissed him, keeping a tight hold of his hand.

"Seriously, thank you…You guys have all been…I'm just really honoured, you know?" Jack dropped his gaze, his voice soft. Hiccup swung their arms, the pair setting off again, side by side, hands clasped tightly together.

"I'm glad it was ok. I know how shitty it is to come back to school after there's been a drama."

They made their way down through the streets and arrived back at the apartment in time to see Isaac walking through the lobby from the car-park.

"Isaac," Jack greeted, "Where have you been?"

Isaac looked up as they approached, and greeted them both. He had a slightly springiness to his step that had been lacking in the last few days. "Oh, hallo boys! I was just following a lead – it may be promising. How was school?"

"It was great."

They all got into the lift together, chatting. Jack filled Isaac in on the Shia LaBeouf invasion, and Isaac laughed so hard, he had to hold onto the wall for support.

"You two _deserve_ each other." He finally said, as they reached Jack's floor. Jack stayed in the lift, as Isaac stepped out. "You going upstairs?"

"Yeah: tell Dad I'll be down in an hour or so." Jack stated, and Isaac nodded. Zachary had been awful company the last few days, and the atmosphere in the flat was close to toxic, it was so miserable. Fortunately, Rufus's apartment was a safe haven, and there was always food, or laughter, which is exactly what Jack needed.

Arriving at the apartment, they could hear piano music pouring out and Hiccup froze. "Uhoh."

"What, what is it?"

"I'm pretty sure that's Rachmaninoff." Hiccup pulled a face.

"Rachmani-who?" Jack frowned. Hiccup let them in, dropping down to greet Toothless, who came running the moment they came in.

Rufus looked up from the piano, and ceased playing. "Welcome home." He stood, closing the piano lid. He was smiling, but Jack could see that there was something tense in his shoulders, and he looked a little tired and dishevelled, like he'd only just gotten out of bed.

"Please tell me that wasn't Rachmaninoff?" Hiccup asked, carrying Toothless into the sitting area and dropping onto the sofa, Jack behind him.

"Yes," Rufus glanced back at the piano, "What's wrong with that?"

"You only ever play Rachmaninoff when you're upset."

Rufus blinked rapidly, "No I don't."

"Yes you do." Hiccup insisted, allowing Toothless to camber out of his arms and climb across Jack instead. "Because you hate Rachmaninoff."

"I do not _hate_ Rachmaninoff."

"Last time you tried to play him, you literally threw the book out of the window and told him to burn in hell." Hiccup reminded and Jack snorted. Rufus paused, casting his eyes to the ceiling as if trying to recall the aforementioned incident.

"He's a _challenge,_ certainly, but-"

"Which is why you only play him when you're upset." Hiccup insisted and Rufus growled.

"Who are you, Sherlock Holmes? Do your fucking homework and stop analysing me, you little shit." He ordered playfully and both boys laughed. Rufus came and joined them, dropping heavily into the closest seat as they took out their separate work. "I'm just bored," he said as they set themselves up. "Mandatory sick-leave is boring. I want to go back to work."

"Maybe you should go out and do something?" Jack suggested, "If you're sitting around here all day, you're bound to start losing your mind."

"I have not just been _sitting _around all day-" Rufus began indignantly, and Hiccup coughed loudly.

"_Rachmaninoff_." He said between each hack and Rufus glared at him.

"Fine, so maybe I have been sitting in all day…But it's not like there's that much to do…I've been to all the local museums and exhibits. It's not much fun being a tourist in your own city."

"Maybe you could take my Dad somewhere?" Jack suggested, "He hasn't seen anything around here. Museums are always more fun if you go in pairs."

Even before Jack had finished speaking, Rufus had winced, closing his eyes tightly. Jack drew off.

"What?" he asked, "What's wrong?"

Rufus looked pained. He inhaled deeply, and looked up at Jack, "…He hasn't told you?"

"…Hasn't told me what?" Jack blinked, and Hiccup had sat up straight. "Rufus? What hasn't Dad told me?"

"He…Uh…" Rufus stood, and looking away, "Well, we…We broke up."

There was a very long silence, and Rufus turned quickly, gabbling.

"I mean, we weren't – ur – it was just a few dates. We're still friends. I think. It's just…It got complicated and…Look, it doesn't change anything," Rufus raised his hands, "You're still welcome here whenever, and lord knows I'm probably the only one cooking for you boys anymore, so you can come for dinner whenever you want."

Jack had realised he had stood until Hiccup took his hand worriedly.

"Jack?" Hiccup asked, and Jack was shaking.

"Did you…Was it you who…?" Jack managed to get out, and Rufus's eyes widened a fraction.

"No," he said softy, "Your father…We talked about it. He's just trying to do what's best for you- Jack, wait!" Rufus shouted, but Jack had pulled his hand free of Hiccup and was marching from the room. "Jack, stop! Please!"

But Jack didn't stop. He ran from the apartment, negating the lift and taking the stairs, two at a time. He had left his keys in his bag upstairs, so as he reached on the door, he was forced to hammer on it.

Isaac answered quickly, "Jack? What's going on?" He gasped, when he saw the wild look in the boy's eye.

"Where is he?" Jack pushed passed him, "Dad!?" he shouted.

His father appeared from the office, his eyes wide, "Jack? What is it? What's wrong?"

"You _broke up_ with Rufus!?" Jack shouted, and Zachary froze to the spot. Isaac spun around.

"Wait, you did _what_?" He demanded and Zachary didn't move. His face hardened, but he didn't speak. Isaac started toward him, "Dammit, Zach, _what_ did I say to you!?"

"It's none of your business, Thornton." Zachary said tightly, and Jack started forward.

"Well it's damn well mine!" He shouted, "What the hell is wrong with you!?"

"Don't take that tone with me." Zachary's surprise was quickly turning to anger, his eyes narrowed.

"I'll take whatever tone I damn well want, because you're being a stupid idiot!" Jack bellowed and Zachary drew himself up to his full height, his face like thunder.

"I will not be spoken to in that way!" He loomed over Jack.

"Well somebody's got to speak!" Jack wasn't afraid. He was blindingly angry. "Speak loud enough to penetrate that thick skull of yours! Why are you so _intent_ on being unhappy!?"

Zachary's mouth dropped, and then he laughed forcefully, sounding close to manic, "Right, of course. Because I broke up with him for my own reasons!" he threw his hands into the air, "selfish, selfish me!"

"Alright, both of you," Isaac began uneasily, "Let's tone this down a bit."

"You don't seem to understand what is going on," Zachary persisted, jabbing a finger at Jack, "So allow me to explain it to you. I am fighting tooth and nail to protect you from the bitch who is your mother, and the psychopath who is your grandfather! They are doing everything in their power to have you removed from me – forever! Infact, they're probably trying to have me thrown into prison, where there will be someone waiting with a shiv to get me out of the picture once and for all!"

Jack felt his inside clench, and Isaac grew stony. Zachary continued.

"These people do not care about you, and they _hate_ me. They will fight dirty, and do whatever it takes to take you away. So yes, I broke up with Rufus!" Zachary bellowed, "For you. To protect you!"

"Don't!" Jack broke in, "Don't!"

"Don't what!?"

"Don't put this on me!" Jack felt tears gather in his eyes, "Do you know how guilty I already feel!? It's my fault you had to stay with Mum so long. It's my fault we've had to live like this. So don't pin this one on me too – I don't want to be the reason you left Rufus."

"Jack," Zachary's anger turned into dismay. "I'm not trying to say it's your fault-"

"It isn't my fault!" Jack agreed, "So stop using me as an excuse!"

Zachary opened and closed his mouth in disbelief, and then snarled, "It's not an _excuse_. It is a reality! And one day, young man, you're going to have to come out and face that, because the real world isn't going to wait for you to catch up!"

"Oh fuck off!" Jack screamed and Zachary inhaled deeply. "It's got nothing to do with reality! You're the one who's living in your own pessimistic hell-hole! You're so messed up from people hurting you, that you don't even want to try to and happy! No – you physically _can't_ be, can you!? So why the hell are you trying to be a father to me!? You can't even save yourself!"

"Jack!" Isaac cried in horror, and Jack covered his mouth with both hands. He knew what he had been trying to say, but somehow the words had come out all wrong.

Zachary didn't speak. His mouth was open, brow low, somewhere between betrayed and totally helpless. He blinked twice, as if the words were struggling to compute. His eyes were vacant as he stared in Jack's face.

"I'm sorry…" He finally mumbled, and it was like a punch to the gut. Zachary exhaled, and then moved slowly toward the front-door.

"Dad?" Jack turned, watching him as Zachary picked up his keys.

"Zach, stop, where are you going?" Isaac asked, moving toward him. Zachary paused in the doorway, a hand to his forehead, as if he'd just been struck was now dizzily trying to find his way out.

"I…I have to think." He said, in that same, soft mumble, and slipped out of the apartment. Isaac stalked to the door, as if he meant to follow, and then stopped. Jack remained where he was, still breathing hard.

For a moment, there was silence, and then Isaac had turned sharply and stormed over to Jack, his face alight with anger. He took the boy by the arm, and Jack flinched.

"That wasn't fair." Isaac said firmly, and Jack's expression split. "Dammit, Jack! Now isn't the time to be making enemies of each other!"

"I was just…I just wanted him to listen to me." Jack's voice wobbled, "He's being an idiot!"

"_Yes, _yes he is." Isaac agreed, "Your father has _always_ been an idiot. But he didn't deserve that! He _didn't deserve_ it, Jack."

"I know…" Jack said helplessly, "I didn't mean…I didn't mean it like that…I just…" He deflated, and Isaac sighed and hugged the boy close.

"It's alright. Just give him a few minutes to cool off." Isaac released Jack, "He'll be back. Don't worry. Just give him time…" Isaac's eyes wondered over to the door, and Jack could see the worry in his eyes, "Just give him time."

**North&West**

He ended up at a bar. That hadn't been his initial intention, or else Zachary would have gone somewhere close to the apartment. He had just walked, and walked, delving further into the city until it got dark and started to rain. The bar had been on the street corner, and had looked inviting in a dimly lit, dingy kind of way.

Zachary installed himself there, ordered a whiskey, and wallowed. The alcohol made the drowsy headache that was gathering at the back of his head worse, but Zachary called for a refill. It had been some time since he'd drunk himself into a stupor, but tonight he was tempted.

There was no way he was going to sleep with anything less, the thoughts were so busy in his head.

_"So why the hell are you trying to be a father to me!? You can't even save yourself!"_

Jack's words rung in his head and Zachary winced. He had no way to answer his son.

What was he doing? Why had he ever thought he was qualified to raise this boy? Sure, he'd done his best, and Jack knew that…But what expertise could Zachary claim about parenthood? Zachary hadn't even left school before Jack was born. What right did Zachary have to believe _he _was the best option for Jack? When was the last time he had even cooked the boy a meal? Rufus had been doing all the dinners…Was there even any food in the fridge?

Zachary loved Jack, and Jack loved him, but if there was one thing Zachary had learnt it was that loving someone didn't automatically make everything alright.

He had loved Isolde.

Maybe it would be best if Jack did go and live somewhere else? Katrina had been able to raise Zachary's sorry backside through a hellish childhood, and she loved Jack deeply. She would be a good parent for him. After all, it would only be until he was eighteen, and then Jack could decide what he wanted to do, and where he wanted to live.

Zachary had made the decision to break up with Rufus for Jack, but maybe that was to maintain his altogether selfish desire to keep his son.

Just because Zachary didn't want to imagine a life without his Jack, didn't mean that was the right decision _for_ him.

Zachary was on his fourth glass, when she came and joined him at the bar, slipping into the seat beside him. He didn't even need to look around to know it was her – it had been years, but her perfume was as familiar to him as the weight of his own body. He closed his eyes, and then gave a miserable laugh.

"You're like cancer, you know that." He said, as she waved the bar-keeper over. "Just when everyone thinks you're gone for good, you come back and devastate everything."

"I'll have a coke, please." Isolde ordered from the bar-keeper, and then turned to Zachary. "You look terrible."

"How d'you find me here?" Zachary was too tired to be angry, his voice drawled.

"Who says I found you? My hotel is close to here and I come often. You're the invader." She said primly, "How many is that?"

"Fourth," Zachary held up the glass, motioning for another refill.

"Going for a record?"

"I want you to go and find a tall bridge, and throw yourself off it." Zachary said darkly, as Isolde's coke was brought to her, and his glass was refilled.

"Death threats now?" Isolde rolled her eyes, "Very mature."

"S'not a death threat; it's an expression of desire." Zachary took a long drag of his drink. Isolde sighed deeply.

"I suppose it's a little too optimistic to think I might have a coherent conversation with you while you're drunk."

"What do you _want_ Isolde?" Zachary demanded, and Isolde leant against the bar, putting her head in her hands.

"I want my son back."

"Well you can't _have_ him." Zachary snapped.

"That's not for you to decide."

"Actually, as his legal guardian, it is." Zachary took another long drink, emptying the glass. He held it up, and shook it, for another refill. "You don't deserve 'im…neither of us do." He mumbled, as his glass was once again replenished.

"So you're finally starting to realise how unfit you are to be a father." Isolde sat up, putting her hands together in her lap. She looked entirely unfit for the bar, in her skirt and floral blouse. Zachary groaned.

"You tried to drown him, Isolde." He said softly, intently. "Nothing I've ever done – will _ever_ do – will make me as unfit as _you_ are to be a parent."

Isolde scoffed, shaking her head. "I don't believe it. We're alone Arlen – there's no one here for you to feed your lies to…Or have you repeated it so many times that you've actually started to believe your own con?"

"I know what you did."

"No; you've just convinced yourself of a lie." Isolde's voice rose a fraction, but she checked herself, speaking softly. "I would have _never_ hurt Jack. _Never_."

"I _saw_ you."

"You saw our son drowning as I tried to pull him out of the water, and your mind twisted it into the excuse you needed." Isolde said firmly, and then paused, hesitating. "Maybe…" She said gently, "Maybe you didn't do it to be malicious…Maybe you honestly believed what you thought you saw…After all, it's not the first time your mind has played tricks on you."

Zachary downed his drink, his hand so tight around the glass, he could almost feel it cracking. "None of what happened was in my head. _You're_ the sick one."

"Our medical histories don't agree." Isolde touched his arm, her voice consoling. Zachary ripped himself free of her grip, almost sending himself tumbling from the stool. He whirled around to her.

"You cannot manipulate me anymore, I am not a _child_!" He hissed.

The bar-keeper came over, "Is everything alright, M'am?" He asked, eyeing Zachary suspiciously. Isolde raised her hand, pleasantly.

"Everything's fine," she said, "My husband has just had a few too many."

"I didn't go through several months of divorce for you to still be able to call me _husband_." Zachary snapped.

"Oh, don't be a baby." Isolde rolled her eyes, "We're alright." She assured the bar-keeper, who nodded and retreated, his eye still trained on Zachary. Zachary almost laughed.

"Ever the victim, eh Isolde? Hah. Who would suspect you with that face?"

"The reason no one suspects me, is because I've not done anything wrong." Isolde sipped her drink daintily, and then sighed again, "I know you love him, Arlen…And I know you're trying…You want to be a good father, you just don't know how…"

A miserable feeling welled up through Zachary. Isolde's voice was so soft, and gentle, and he was so tired.

He suddenly wanted to rest his head against her shoulder, to breathe in her familiar scent, to feel her hands on his face, soothing him. God, he had spent so many years hating her, scrabbling to put a semblance of a life back together after everything she'd done, but he had _missed_ her. He had missed being near her, he had missed her voice and her laugh, he had missed the happy moments they had shared.

And there had been happy moments. Moments when the rest of the world was so distant, and all they had needed was each other.

There had been a time when her arms had meant protection, and love.

"Why are we doing this to ourselves?" Isolde's voice was impossibly small, almost vulnerable. "Why are we doing this to Jack?"

"I don't know…" Zachary admitted.

"This court case, these lawyers, this whole mess…And we never stopped to just have a conversation."

Zachary covered his face with his hands. He felt dizzy and sick. "Isolde," he moaned.

"I missed you." She whispered, and Zachary almost sobbed. He felt weak, and without foundation, as if, at any second, everything around him would crumble. He didn't the strength to hold on to anything. "God knows, I've _hated_ you some days…But Arlen, it's you. It's _always_ been you."

"Please." Zachary begged into his hands.

"We could just leave it all behind. Rebuild our lives, _together."_ Isolde's hand was on his arm again. He let it linger there. "Let's be a family again, Arlen. This time we can do it right."

The last words set Zachary off, and he found himself laughing. "Right?" he choked, "_Right_? You seduced and raped me. You convinced me to lie in a court of law for you. You crawled into my head, and drove me _crazy_, and then I watched as you made the same advances on our _son._" He grabbed Isolde by the wrist and pried her hand off his. "There is no 'next time' after that!"

"Hey!" The bar-keeper was advancing on them again, "Get your hands off her!"

"This bitch sexually abused her own son and then tried to drown him in a lake." Zachary announced loudly to the bar, and the bar-keeper froze.

"You're drunk!" Isolde shouted furiously, pulling herself free.

"Yesss I am. But not enough to forget." He stood, "You come at me with sweet words: that we could be a family! A _family_!?" He rose from the stood, looming down on Isolde, whose eyes were wide with sudden terror, the balance of the conversation tipped. "You know what Isolde," he hissed, "You and I, we _deserve_ each other. But if you honestly think for one second you're _ever_ gonna get Jack, than you're more twisted in the head than I thought."

He dipped his hand into his wallet, and slapped down a few notes onto the bar, to pay for his drinks. He caught eyes with the bar-keeper who was still staring, stunned.

"And you," Zachary tipped his head toward him, "You might wanna rethink your whole set-up down here, if you're attractin' paedophiles as your clientele."

Isolde's face scrunched with fury, and before she could help herself, she had reached up and slapped him hard across the face. Zachary blinked rapidly, the sharp pain rousing him a little. Isolde withdrew her hand, and gripped it with her other one, as if she had betrayed herself. She no longer looked nearly as sweet-mannered as when she'd first sauntered into the room.

"Both of you need to leave right now!" The bar-keeper was saying, but neither Isolde or Zachary were listening.

"D'you enjoy that?" Zachary asked, and Isolde growled.

"Go to hell, Arlen! You _and_ your fuck-boy!"

"Already there, Isolde." He smiled slightly, "Still, s'better than ten years in prison."

Isolde shrieked and hit him again. Arlen let her. She beat him around the face and chest, scratching and clawing. Zachary felt her nails tear across his flesh, but he stood stony, through the sharp sting of pain.

"I am calling the police!" The bar-keeper warned, and only then did Isolde settle. There was blood gathering under her fingernails. Zachary's face felt hot with pain, but he didn't make a sound. Isolde made another angry sound.

"You provoked me into that." She accused. "But it's not going to make any difference. I _will_ get Jack back, one way or another. I _will_."

Zachary only smiled, and Isolde turned and left the bar in a hurry. Only when she was out of sight, did Zachary wilt, and stumble back into his seat. The bar-keeper approached, and Zachary put up his hands.

"I'll go, I'll go," he promised, touching his hands to his face. It stung. "Just…just give me a minute."

"…Are you ok?" The bar-keeper asked softly, and Zachary nodded. "Should I actually call the police?"

Zachary was half-tempted. The lawyer part of him knew that was the logical step…But he didn't have the energy to go through an interrogation. Especially not smelling like he'd drunk an entire bottle of whiskey…Which he had.

"Do you need a ride home? I can call you a taxi? You…you don't look good, man." The bar-keeper looked torn between wanting to help, and wanting Zachary out of his bar as quickly as was feasible.

"I'm good." Zachary gathered himself up, his vision swimming. "Sorry for the commotion…I, uh, won't come back." He promised.

"Obliged."

Zachary tipped his head, and left after Isolde.

In the dark, he had no idea where he was, but was able to locate a neon-lit convenience store further down the street. He dropped in, and bought a small bottle of vodka and some tissues, before relocating himself to a quiet corner of the street and proceeding to clean out the cuts on his face.

When he was done, he drank what was left of the bottle, sneering at the taste. He had never been a big vodka drinker and that, combined with the whiskey, was the final toll.

He was sick behind a set of bushes in a small, open rural area, and stumbled over to a bench, dropping down into it. He sat there until his entire body was numb from the cold, and his stomach settled, and then set off again.

He stumbled through the streets, feeling sick and confused, and managed to circle back to the same location twice before he was able to admit that he was lost, and too drunk to get himself out of it.

"Stuuupid f'cking phone." He dropped into a corner, sliding to the floor, as he attempted to load google maps up onto his mobile. The screen was bright and blurry, and Zachary couldn't see clearly enough to make heads or tails of the fine lines, let alone the names of the streets he was meant to be finding. He rubbed his eyes furiously and gave up, dropping his head back against the wall. "Fuuuuuck."

He remained like this, cursing faintly to himself, before with a defeated sigh, he fished out his mobile again and gave in, dialling for help.

The phone rang for a momentously long time, before a tired, but urgent voice answered. "Arlen?"

"Heeeey Rufus." Zachary greeted, and he heard the creak of the bed from the other side of the phone.

"Jesus, it's almost three o'clock in the morning, where the hell are you? We've all been worried sick."

"I've nooo idea." Zachary said honestly, "S'why I'm callin'."

There was a pause, "Are you drunk?"

"N'yes. Vodka, whiskey – no mix."

"Jesus, Arlen."

"Yeah…got lil' carried away…M'comin' home now. Just…um…I'm on Clave- no, uh, Cleaver street. Can you tell me how'ta get back to the main road? I'm…" He laughed, "I'm goin' round in circles here."

There was a shuffle, and Zachary heard a light-switch. "Dammit, just stay where you are, ok? I'm coming to get you."

"Nooo," Zachary tried to object, "Nooo, s'fine! Just need to know how to find da main road. Then I know the way. Just a bit lost, s'all."

"Would you just let me help you, please?" Rufus sounded irritated. No – no, he sounded scared. Zachary slumped.

"Yeah…ok." He agreed.

"Stay where you are. I'm coming to find you."

"Thanks Rufus. M'sorry."

"I'll be right there." Rufus hung up, and Zachary closed his eyes, putting his phone away. The silence lulled around him, his body heavy, and Zachary felt his mind begin to drift away.

He was close to sleeping when the sudden burst of headlights down the street roused him. He found himself illuminated, like an escapee caught in a prison-light beam. It was too bright to make anything out for a second, and then the lights went down, and he heard two car doors slam.

"Oh, Jesus Christ, Zach!"

"Arlen!"

_He brought Isaac._ Zachary thought dully to himself, dropping his head with embarrassment. _Maybe Isaac bought himself…_

Rufus reached him first, crouching down beside him and taking him by the chin. "Oh fuck, are you ok?"

"Zach?" Isaac came to the other side.

"M'fine." Zachary mumbled.

"Like _hell_ you are, what the hell happened!?" Isaac touched a hand to one of the fresh scratches on Zachary's cheek, and he winced. "Did you get into a fight!?"

"No." Zachary pushed Isaac's hand away, trying to get him to stop his fretting. "Was Isol."

"Isol…?" Isaac balked, "Wait – you went to _see_ Isolde!?"

"She found me." Zachary shrugged, and then covered his face. "Can we go home?"

"Did she do that to you? Fuck, Zach – you're _bleeding_. We should call the police!"

"S'fine."

"It's not fine!" Isaac insisted, and Rufus cut in.

"Alright, stop it." He spoke with authority, his voice hushed, "This isn't the place. Let's get him home first. Come on, Arlen."

They helped Zachary negotiate his way to his feet, Rufus dragging Zachary's arm over his shoulder to support his weight.

"I am going to burry this woman." Isaac was muttering angrily to himself, and Zachary giggled. Rufus got him into the car, helping him with the seatbelt as Zachary flapped uselessly.

"Rufus…" Zachary mumbled, and Rufus paused.

"Yes?"

"…I…I'm an idiot. Breaking up with you-"

"Please don't." Rufus shushed him, and Zachary fell silent. "Now isn't the time."

"I need to say it…"

"No, you don't. Not right now." Rufus put his hand gently on Zachary's chest. "You're drunk, you're hurt and I'm here to help you out…these aren't the right conditions for this kind of conversation, ok?"

Zachary felt a huge wave of relief pass over him, though he wasn't entirely sure why. In that moment, his heart swelled with love and appreciation. Isolde had seen his drunkenness and tried to worm her way back in, but Rufus just wanted to see him home, safely. He wasn't going to take advantage of Zachary's sorry state, and he wasn't going to let Zachary take advantage of it either.

"We'll talk tomorrow. When you're sober." Rufus assured and Zachary smiled.

"Sober Zachary's an arsehole." He replied, and Isaac got into the front seat.

"Right now, Drunk Zachary is winning that race actually." He griped and Zachary giggled weakly.

"M'sorry." He repeated.

Rufus got into the driving seat, and they set off. The quiet lull and movement of the car was soothing, and Zachary slipped off again into a doze. He was surprised when they arrived, jolted awake by the speedbump at the entrance of the car-park.

Rufus found his slot, and together then, he and Isaac helped each other drag Zachary out of the back-seat, and toward the lift close by. By this point, Zachary could barely find his own feet, he was so tired, and delirious.

"I'll take him up mine." Rufus was saying softly.

"You sure?"

"It's fine. Hiccup's with Jack downstairs, and you said you needed to get up early to follow that lead."

Isaac sighed, and nodded. "Yeah…Ok."

"You tell Jack m'sorry?" Zachary managed to mumble, his eyes closed. He was leaning heavily against Rufus.

"You can tell him that yourself, but I'll let him know you're back." Isaac squeezed his arm slightly as they arrived at the first stop. "You're an ass Zach, please don't scare us like that again."

"M'kay." Zachary waved limply, and Isaac stepped out of the lift, and left Rufus and Zachary alone.

They made their way to Rufus's apartment, and Rufus was able to negotiate Zachary into the bedroom, where he deposited him on the bed. He helped Zachary removed his shoes, socks and trousers, then brought him some pain-killers and a glass of water, which he made him finish.

"You are going to have such a hangover." Rufus tutted and Zachary dropped back against the pillow.

"Sober Zachary's problem, not mine."

"Hate to break it to you, but you're the same person." Rufus pulled the covers up and made sure Zachary was comfortable. "There's a bucket by the bed if you need to be sick. Get some sleep. I'll be just next door, if you need me."

"R'fus?"

"Yes?"

"…Thank you."

"Go to sleep." Rufus hesitated, and then leant down and kissed Zachary very lightly on the top of the head. "It's going to be ok."

"How d'you know?"

"Because it's got to be. I have to believe it will be." Rufus said, echoing Zachary's words from the hospital, those weeks before. Zachary closed his eyes with a soft sigh, and even before Rufus got up to leave, he had fallen into a deep and depthless sleep.

**North&West**

**And that's all for now! I hope you enjoyed, and please, please, please do leave me your feedback and thoughts! It seriously helps motivate me to write the next chapter!**


	13. Chapter 13

**Hi everyone! Thank you so much for all your reviews last chapter. This next one is very Merchary heavy, due to balance for later chapters, so I hope you don't mind. **

**We're finally going to find out exactly what Isolde did, and where this whole fiasco began. I hope you all enjoy!**

**Warning – Mentions of child abuse, sexual assault, and self-harm. **

**North&West**

His head was pounding so badly when he woke, Zachary was sure he'd been in a fight. The blood rushed through his face, which ached, and his eyes watered as he tried to open them. The curtains were closed, but the tiny drips of sunlight that seeped out the bottom, were enough to blind him.

He groaned, his stomach heaving.

_I am never, ever, ever drinking again_. He told himself, not for the first time, cursing Drunk Zachary for not sobering himself up before he went to bed.

Speaking of beds…

Zachary frowned and looked down to the covers. They were soft, and white, with a colourful, silky patchwork quilt thrown over them. He owned no such thing, and it came to him with a low, guilty feeling, that he was in Rufus's bed. Rufus – the man he'd drunk-called last night.

The one he'd broken up with.

On the bedside table, a tall glass of water sat waiting with a tiny sign beside it. Zachary had to squint to read it.

'Take these. There are towels in the bathroom for you and fresh clothes.'

Beside that, was a tiny arrow pointing down to a set of painkillers which had been laid out for him. Shakily, Zachary reached over and, putting them in his mouth, he chugged half the glass of water, and lay back down again.

He dozed for a short while, until the pills started to kick in, and he was able to sit up without feeling like someone had taken a jack-hammer to the back of his skull.

He staggered into the bathroom, and having relieved the pressure in his bladder, he washed his hands and then his face.

Looking up, he observed himself in the mirror. In the morning light he could see the dark scratches Isolde had inflicted on him. They had gone a deep, bruised maroon colour, and were spread down his left cheek-bone, right brow and temple, and the corner of both of his eyes. He could understand why Isaac and Rufus had been so shocked by the sight of him: it certainly looked very dramatic, but would heal up in a few days. Probably.

Eager to be free of the heady, lethargic feeling, Zachary found the towels and fresh clothes that Rufus had promised. He also found his toothbrush on the side. Someone must have brought them all up from downstairs.

He stripped off the soiled shirt and boxers of the previous night, stepped into the shower and allowed the hot, steaming water to roll down his body.

The heat alleviated what remained of his headache. He scrubbed himself of the smell of alcohol and sweat, his mind clearing the cleaner he became.

When at last, he was sure he'd washed every spot of his body, he stopped the water, and stepped out of the shower, drying himself and brushing his teeth thoroughly.

Then he got dressed, and left the room.

He found Rufus in the sitting area, working on his laptop. As Zachary stepped out, the younger man looked up.

"Oh, you're awake. Good morning. How do you feel?"

"Better. Thanks for the pain-killers," Zachary stood awkwardly, "And the towels. And for bringing my clothes…Toothbrush…And uh," He paused when he saw the neatly folded blanket and pillow on the edge of the sofa. "Did you…did you sleep out here?"

Rufus glanced down to the pillow, "It's actually very comfortable."

Zachary pinched the bridge of his nose, "I kicked you out of your own bed…"

"You didn't kick me out: you needed it more than I did." Rufus waved his hand, dismissing it.

"You could have slept in it too."

"Well," Rufus bit his lip, "I didn't really…" He broke off and exhaled, "Look, you said some things last night, but I didn't want to make presumptions. You were in a bad place."

Zachary stared at him. The man had gotten up in the middle of the night to fetch Zachary's sorry, drunken arse home, had given up his bed so that Zachary might sleep easy, and had then slept out on the sofa so as not to take advantage, in anyway, of Zachary's condition.

Because even if Zachary had _wanted_ him there last night, he had been drunk and in pain, and Rufus didn't want to use that as the doorway back in.

Zachary sat down heavily on the sofa, putting his head in his hands. "I need to talk to you." He said softly, "Do you…do you have a minute?" He looked worriedly at Rufus's laptop: the man was probably working. "I don't want to interrupt."

Rufus followed his gaze and glanced at his screen. His ears went pink, "I'm playing Solitaire."

Zachary blinked, and then laughed, despite himself. Rufus closed the computer, and Zachary glanced down as something warm and soft suddenly brushed against his leg. He spotted Toothless weaving between his shins, and reaching down. The cat looked up at him, meowed loudly, and then hopped onto his lap, curling up there. Zachary stroked the cat's long dark fur, feeling Toothless body vibrating with purrs.

"So…First," Zachary said, still looking at Toothless, "I need to apologise. I was…A _complete_ arse last night."

He heard Rufus settle back in his seat, "You really did have us all worried."

"I'm sorry. I needed to think…Or I thought I did, but…" Zachary gave his forehead a cursory rub. "Lately, actually, I think I've been spending a little _too_ much time in my own head."

"I would tend to agree with you."

"So if you'll let me, I would like to…" He inhaled, "I want to tell you a few things. Things which are difficult for me. But I want you to know…You _deserve_ to know."

Rufus didn't move. He was so quiet and still, Zachary had to look up to make sure he was even real. Rufus's blue eyes were fixed on him, his expression neutral.

"This might be uncomfortable for you." Zachary warned.

"I don't care." Rufus said quickly, "Just as long as you're happy to say it, I am here to listen."

"Ok…"

Zachary turned his gaze back to Toothless, stroking him. It was easier to talk to the cat's back, then to someone's face. He inhaled deeply, and breathed out over a count of five.

"I guess I should start with my parents." He decided, "To give the full picture of how things ended up the way they did. You've probably guessed by now that we have a…_strained_ relationship."

"I had picked up on that, yes."

Zachary snorted, "My father…Rivalen. He's a powerful man in our community. Untouchable, almost. He has everybody in his back-pocket, and can do whatever he wants. And he does…He used to beat me black and blue." Zachary tittered, "ER nurses would count the days until they saw me again: I think there was even a betting pool on how long until I came back, and which rib, wrist, or bone would be broken this time."

In his seat, Rufus barely seemed to be breathing. From the corner of his eye, Zachary could see the younger man was taut and white-faced, his mouth slack.

"Now, my mother," Zachary continued lightly, "My mother is a diagnosed psychopath." He smiled, "She never hit me. But she liked to watch. Once, she found me bleeding on the kitchen floor, and she pulled up and a chair and just sat there…" he petered out, "Needless to say, my childhood wasn't particularly spectacular. I was raised almost single-handedly by my elder sister, Katrina. She did the best she could, and I owe her everything...She was the only one who loved me. I guess, when I was little, I thought she was the only one who ever could…"

Zachary broke off again. A little of the dizziness had returned, and he took a moment to compose himself, concentrating on the rhythm of Toothless's purrs, as he continued to stroke the cat.

"I was fourteen when I met Isolde." He said quietly, "She was…She was a substitute teacher at our school." He closed his eyes, "I remember thinking how nice she looked. Some of the other boys teased her, because she was so sweet-faced, and sometimes she struggled to keep the class under control, but…I just thought she was…I thought she was _wonderful_."

Rufus made a small noise, somewhere between a moan and a whimper. "She was your _teacher_?"

Zachary shrugged, and nodded. "She took a shining to me…I guess because she sensed that I was lonely, and scared. None of the other teachers really wanted much to do with me: I was a serious case. Always getting into fights and talking back. But Isolde…She was gentle. She was kind. She would keep me in after school, and help me with my work. Doing studying at home was always impossible, so my grades were bad, but she helped me get them back up. She would bring me food from home, because she knew I wasn't being fed enough. And she would listen to me. She cared."

Again, Zachary broke off. His chest was tight. It hurt to remember, because it was so fond. Even now, after everything, he couldn't stop the well of gratitude he always felt when he thought back to those days.

"For all she's done since, she saved me back then…If she hadn't been around, I wouldn't have made it, of that I'm sure." He swallowed, "Things started to get more intimate between us. I fell head over heels in love with her, and she encouraged it. We started to see each other on the weekends. She would call, and I would come running. And then things got physical."

He heard Rufus groan again, and Zachary winced. He rubbed his face again, and then his chest, trying to make it ease up. It was getting really difficult to breath.

"At first, I…I didn't want to." He mumbled, "Actually, the idea of sex…I was revolted by it. Scared, even. I didn't like being naked: I was always covered in bruises and scars, so every time I thought about…baring myself like that…I would start shaking so badly, I couldn't…" He cut himself off, "Sorry," he gasped, "Give me a second…" He wheezed, struggling to catch his breath. His entire body felt starved of oxygen, but he knew he was breathing too fast.

Rufus made to stand, and move across to him, but then suddenly seemed to think better of it. "It's ok," he gabbled, "Arlen, it's alright. You don't need to continue. You don't need to-"

"Yes I do." Zachary squeezed his eyes closed again, "Just…a second, ok? A second."

"Ok." Rufus said helplessly, and Zachary breathed in very deeply, and then exhaled over a count of ten. He repeated that few times, until the urgent clawing in his chest lessened.

"Alright," he signalled Rufus that he was fine, and tried to regain the trail of what he'd been saying. "Eventually, Isolde got her way. She insisted that it was just nerves and that I would get used to it. All the boys in my class, everything I saw of the media was obsessed with sex, so I believed her. And we…Well, yeah." He scratched Toothless behind the ear, his fingers shaking. "After the first few times, it did get easier. Helps being fourteen: doesn't take much to get things going. She could have me at will."

"Jesus Christ, Arlen." Rufus had his head in his hands.

"Sorry, I didn't need to say that." Zachary mumbled, guiltily.

"No, no: I'm not swearing at you." Rufus looked up, "I'm just…Fuck, I'm so sorry."

Zachary couldn't look at him. "You, above anyone, have no reason to say that to me." He heaved a sigh, "The point of all this is that, she and I became physically intimate, and eventually she got pregnant."

"With Jack."

"With Jack." Zachary picked a ball of fluff out of Toothless's glossy coat. He was glad of the cat, there was something therapeutic about his long purrs. Made it easier to speak. "Of course we were then discovered, and things got serious. I was still underage, she was a teacher: we had broken the law, so it went to court. And I…I did something profoundly stupid."

Rufus sat forward, his hands clasped tightly together, "What happened?"

"Isolde was facing prison time. She was going to plead innocent, but in order to do that, she needed me to deny the relationship in court. Which, of course, I did."

"Oh, hell."

"Yeah," Zachary grimaced, "She was let free, and because the case went to trail, it now means that she can never again be called to court for it. And thus, I let my abuser escape justice."

"Why did nobody…why was nobody _helping_ you?" Rufus groaned and Zachary's lips twitched into a tight smile.

"My sister tried to, but…The first thing Isolde did was segregate me from anyone who might come between us. In my case, that wasn't exactly hard, there wasn't a long list. I was hers entirely: she possessed every part of me." Zachary said softly, "She gave birth to Jack, and when I was sixteen, I left school, and went to college. We moved in together, and two years later, just before I went to University, we got married."

"Isaac was your best-man."

"Yes. He never liked Isolde, but part of the agreement that we could be friends was that he had to tolerate her. If she thought for a minute he was getting between us, she would make me cut him out of our lives." Zachary's hands stilled, and Toothless looked around and meowed in complaint. He resumed his stroking. "Those years were when things started to get really bad. Isolde was…very possessive of Jack. I wasn't allowed to be with him, without her supervision. She said men weren't reliable enough to be left alone with babies. If I wanted any part of my son's life, it was through her: she was the buffer." He shook his head, "She ruled our lives. It sounds so…ridiculous. You're probably wondering why I didn't just leave and walk away. I'm not stupid, I should have been able to see what was going on but…She crawled into my head, Rufus. I was utterly powerless against her."

"Stockholm syndrome?" Rufus said disparagingly.

"Among other things." Zachary grunted, "She was good at gas-lighting, that was for sure. She had me constantly questioning myself. One time, I saw her slip something in my drink. I tried to call her out on it, but she…She twisted it. Made me believe I was going crazy. There were times when I could no longer identify what was memory or fiction. One day, she convinced me that I had raped her. I was…I was distraught. Horrified. I tried to report myself to the police, and then she turned around and said that nothing had ever happened. That she'd never even accused me of it. That it was all in my head."

"God in heaven."

"When I was eighteen, Isaac and I applied for the same University, to study law. I had my grades up by then, and we were both accepted. The Uni was relatively local, so I lived at home, and commuted…I managed to maintain a good work ethic. Isolde relieved me of any responsibility with Jack, saying that I needed to concentrate on my studies…I barely saw him those days. I don't think he even really knew who I was." Zachary once again began to feel his chest tightening, and quickly regulated his breathing. "In the last semester of my third year, things got really bad…The years of mental abuse became too much, and I…" He dropped his head, "I had a mental break-down. Totally blacked out." Zachary clenched his fists, "Isaac found me in the stall of a bathroom in the library…I'd opened both of my wrists."

Rufus inhaled sharply, "What?" He sat up, his hands to his mouth. Zachary grimaced, and then very slowly, he reached down to the sleeves of his shirt, and rolled the up. He held out his wrists for Rufus to see.

"There's a reason I always wear long sleeves…It's rather hard to convince people to trust me as a lawyer, if they think I'm suicidal."

"Oh God, oh fuck…" Rufus moaned. The scars on Zachary's arms went from the palm to half-way up to the elbow, a set of long, violent streaks. Zachary had been careful to hide them from Rufus up until then. He had always left his shirt on when they were having sex, or would wait until it was completely dark. Zachary made to pull his sleeves back up, but Rufus got up from his seat and knelt infront of him, taking Zachary's wrists in his hands. He examined the scars closely, and Zachary sat, frozen in his seat. He felt exposed.

Rufus bowed his head, pressing his face against Zachary's wrists and hands. Zachary felt Rufus stubble on his palms, and he cupped his fingers around Rufus's cheeks, watching the man miserably. Rufus kissed both wrists.

"Why?" He whispered, with such disparity it made Zachary's insides twist. "Why did nobody stop you? Why…where was everybody?"

"I pushed them away." Zachary said, in a choked voice, "Like I pushed you away."

Rufus heaved a heavy sigh, sounding like he was struggling not to sob. He released Zachary's hands, and Zachary pulled his sleeves back up over the scars, and went back to petting Toothless. He felt nauseous. Rufus reclaimed his seat, stiff and heavy.

"What happened after…? When Isaac found you?"

"I spent the next few months in a mental institution. I was…extremely unwell." Zachary fought back the feelings of shame that washed over him. "When I came out, my head was clearer than it had been in years. Even so, I went back to Isolde. This time, however, I was more acute to her games. I was able to safe-guard myself, and because of that I started to notice things…Things in the way she was treating Jack."

"Oh, no, no…" Rufus hid his face in his hands.

"It was enough to wake me up. I had finished my exams before my impromptu visit to the looney house, and graduated with high honours. I already had job offers: my prospects were good. I made my plans to take Jack away …But Isolde saw it coming. She felt the net tightening around her, saw the power-shift, and she decided that if she couldn't keep Jack, neither of us could."

"…What happened?" Rufus sounded sick to his stomach.

"She tried to drown him." Zachary said starkly, "She drugged me, sent me to sleep, and then took him out onto the lake close to where we lived. Unfortunately for her, she'd been systematically drugging me for years, so my tolerance was high. I woke up sooner than I was supposed to, and pieced together what was happening. I called Isaac for help, and I ran to the lake…I made it in time to see her push Jack over the side, and hold him under."

"Arlen…Arlen, this woman is…" Rufus couldn't finish his sentence.

"Insane. Yes. I jumped in, managed to get Jack out. Called an ambulance. Isaac arrived a few minutes later, and then the police, and Isolde was arrested. Together, Isaac and I built a case against her. We couldn't use her abuse on me, but we were able to build a strong enough case from what she'd done to Jack. She was put into jail, and I took Jack, and we left."

"And now she's out." Rufus said.

"And now she's out. And she wants Jack back. And she wants me to suffer for what I did." Zachary looked up into Rufus's face. "And I'm terrified she's going to win."

"No." Rufus stood, "No. We aren't going to let her. _I _won't let her."

Zachary didn't even realise that the tears were rolling down his cheeks until Rufus balked at the sight of him, crossing quickly over. He hovered, as if afraid to touch Zachary.

"Arlen?" He whispered, eyes wide.

"I don't deserve you…" Zachary's voice broke, and he furiously wiped his eyes. "I'm sorry."

On his lap, Toothless looked up and around, and then standing leapt off, onto the arm-rest. The cat meowed pointedly at Rufus.

"What can I do?" Rufus seemed to be struggling with himself. His hands were reached forward, as if he wanted to envelope Zachary in a tight embrace, but was holding himself back. "Please, tell me, what can I do?"

"Forgive me." Zachary swallowed.

"What the hell for?" Rufus whined, but Zachary couldn't answer. He stood and piled into Rufus, burying himself against Rufus's chest. Rufus didn't hesitate, throwing his arms around Zachary, holding him tightly. Zachary sobbed.

"I don't want to do this alone. I don't want break up with you." he cried into Rufus's shoulder, "I know it's selfish, I know, but I _can't _do it. I thought I could, but I can't."

"You don't have to, God: you don't have to." Rufus kissed him fiercely on the side of the head, his fists bunched into Zachary's shirt. His own voice was hitching now, like he too was crying. "I'm sorry. I should have fought for you. I should have tried harder to help…I just didn't want to make things more difficult. You were…you were in so much pain."

Zachary sobbed harder. It was like a great tide overwhelming him. He hadn't cried in near a decade, since Isolde had been put away, but the pain and the anxiety had filled him to the brim, and it overflowed in the form of tears. He cried until he felt like someone was strangling him from behind, and ramming his head against a wall. The tears soaked into Rufus's shoulder, the younger murmuring quiet words of comfort, until at last Zachary settled, the great, juddering sobs, dying down to quiet gasps for air.

As he calmed, the rushing, dizzy feeling in his head got worse, as did the thundering of his distant hangover, and Zachary felt his knees growing weak. Rufus must have felt the extra weight, because he quietly pushed Zachary back, and negotiated him onto the sofa. Zachary unwilling relinquished his grip of Rufus, and sat down heavily. It occurred to him that he hadn't eaten in well over twenty-four hours, and even with the few hours of sleep he'd caught that morning, he was suddenly doubled over with exhaustion. His blood-sugar levels were very low, and with the exhaustive force of all his emotions, and the hangover, Zachary was surprised he hadn't already passed out.

He felt the colour drain from his face, as the cold nauseas feeling of hunger and fatigue came over him. Rufus knelt in-front of him, one hand on his arm, the other cupping his face.

"Woah," he whispered worriedly, "You've gone grey."

Zachary nodded sluggishly, "Sorry, suddenly feel a little…" he petered out, "I'm alright."

Rufus wiped away a tear with the pad of his thumb, "I think you need something to eat."

"Mmh." Zachary hummed deeply.

"And then a few more hours sleep." Rufus smiled slightly, and reached up, he wiped his own eyes. Zachary's heart ache to see the other man crying on his behalf. It had been a very long time since someone had wept for him. Rufus straightened. "Let me get you some breakfast."

Zachary grabbed his arm, before Rufus could stand. Rufus paused, surprised, and then his face softened. He sat down onto the sofa beside, Zachary, and gathered him into his arms. Zachary allowed himself to topple against the younger man, who stroked his hair, kissing the top of his head.

Zachary closed his eyes. He could hear Rufus's heartbeat, and it soothed him. He felt his tense muscles slowly relax, his whirling mind growing still.

He didn't realise he was almost asleep, until Rufus kissed his temple again, and shook his shoulder very gently.

"Arlen, you're extremely pale. Please, let me get you something to eat."

Zachary sat up, blinking blearily, and nodded. "You too." He commanded, in a slight slur.

"Me too." Rufus agreed, and standing, he offered Zachary a hand, pulling him to his feet. Zachary wobbled, and then trailed after Rufus into the kitchen, still clutching his fingers, like a sleepy toddler waddling after a parent.

Rufus whipped up a full English breakfast, like some sort of culinary wizard, and then the pair sat at the table, and ate until Zachary felt significantly less frail and light headed.

Toothless came and joined them at the table, and stole some of the bacon off Zachary's plate. He let the cat have his way, watching the creature fondly.

"Can we host a party for your brother's cat? I really think your brother's cat deserves a party."

"I think we can organise something." Rufus agreed, "I ordered some catnip online for him this morning, actually."

Toothless ears went up, and he rose from his crouch, eyes wide. Rufus narrowed his own.

"You can understand everything I say, can't you?" he accused the cat, who stared at him, before returning to the bacon. "You can definitely understand what I'm saying."

Toothless meowed, took the bacon and scurried off, jumping onto the piano. Rufus dropped his head into his hands, and Zachary laughed. Rufus peered out at him, and gave a small sigh of relief, smiling slightly.

"What?" Zachary blinked.

"Haven't heard you laugh properly in days."

Zachary was immediately self-conscious. "Sorry."

"Please stop apologising." Rufus reached across and took his hand.

"Sorry."

"_Arlen_." Rufus scolded and Zachary gave a wan smile. Rufus stared at him, and then stood very abruptly. Zachary gave a start, as Rufus came around the table, took him by the chin and then leaning down, kissed him hard.

Zachary froze, and then melted into the sensation, taking the back of Rufus's head and pulling him in harder. The kiss grew, and Zachary pushed back his chair so that he could drag Rufus onto his lap. It was harder to coordinate than he'd hoped, made more so by the fact that neither Rufus or Zachary pulled away from the kiss.

Finally, Rufus was straddling him, his weight familiar over Zachary as he broke off the kiss at last. Both of them stared heatedly into each other's faces, breathless.

"You taste of bacon." Rufus suddenly informed, and Zachary smiled.

"You taste of eggs."

"This is highly unromantic."

"Don't care." Zachary pressed his face into Rufus's chest and peppered kisses up to his neck. He hadn't realised how hungry he was for human contact until Rufus had taken hold of him. Now he didn't want to let go.

"Do you want to go to bed?" Rufus asked huskily, and Zachary paused in his kisses. He looked up at Rufus.

"Only if you come with me."

Rufus eyes were glazed and dark. "Come to bed? Or do you mean-"

"Don't be crass."

"Why?" Rufus's eyes were bright. Zachary huffed, and rested his head against Rufus's chest. Rufus held him tenderly, the pair wrapped up around each other. "I think, before any of that, you need a few more hours sleep."

Zachary hummed in agreement, but did not relinquish his grip of Rufus. He would happily drop off here: Rufus was warm and smelt like home.

"Come on." Rufus tried to pull himself away, but Zachary held him tighter. "You can't sleep here."

"N'yes I can."

"Arlen-"

"Let me just hold you." Zachary whispered, "I just want to hold you."

Rufus grew quiet, and then quietly kissed Zachary's forehead. "Ok." He agreed, and wrapped his arms around him. His grip around Zachary was sure, and strong.

"Next time I try to let go of you," Zachary whispered. "Slap me."

He heard Rufus, "How about instead, I just hold onto you tighter?"

"Yeah." Zachary breathed, Rufus's chin resting on the top of his head. Zachary's eyes fell closed. "Please."

**North&West**

When Hiccup got home with Jack, it was to find Arlen Zachary fast asleep on the sofa, Toothless curled up on this chest.

Both boys stood in the doorway, looking at the man for a moment. Jack stepped forward, his eyes trained on the dark scratches on his father's face.

From the office, Rufus peered out, and put his finger to his lips, signalling them to keep quiet. They nodded dumbly, and Rufus ushered them across. They joined him in the office.

"How was school?" Rufus asked, as he closed the door, his voice hushed.

"Normal." Jack shrugged, and Hiccup could see his boy-friend's mind was occupied by the sight of his father in the other room. Jack had been tense all of last night, and throughout the day. Hiccup hadn't been able to get much out of Jack about what was happening, but he'd pieced enough of it together. Both of them had been very relieved when Isaac had told them Zachary was back, and with Rufus upstairs.

"He's alright, Jack." Rufus assured softly, "Just very tired. Don't worry, I'm taking care of him."

Jack wilted a little in relief, and Hiccup felt a huge wave of gratitude pass through him as he looked at his brother. He knew it was none of his business, but Rufus's words had lifted a weight from Jack's shoulders, and by proxy therefor, Hiccup's.

Rufus too looked better than he had done, his eyes a little brighter, his demeanour less tense.

"What happened to his face?" Hiccup dared to ask, and Rufus ran his hand up through his hair.

"That was…" He bit his lip and glanced across to Jack, "He ran into your mother."

Hiccup saw Jack tense, sucking in a sharp breath. Rufus raised his hands.

"Don't worry." He said swiftly, "Isaac and I have a handle on this. It's going to be alright, I promise you." Rufus put a hand each on both of the boys' shoulders. "Both of you."

"So you two are…back together?" Jack asked cautiously.

"For the moment, it appears so."

"Is that ok?" Jack sounded uncertain. Hiccup watched Rufus carefully. His brother seemed calm, collected even, as if a great peace had come over him. There wasn't a note of 'Rachmaninoff' on him.

"Yes." He said simply, "It's more than ok."

Jack nodded, and exhaled loudly. He shook his head and laughed softly. "You guys…" He tittered, "We just crashed into your lives, and now you're having to deal with all of this stuff…And I know I shouldn't be, but I'm just…I'm just so glad you're sticking around." He looked at Hiccup, his expression apologetic, "I guess, thanks. Thank you. I'm sorry. But thanks."

Hiccup shrugged, "That's what families do, isn't it?" He smiled, "Stick together."

"Families." Jack's lips curled up slightly, and his cheeks tinged with pink. "Yeah. I like that."

Before any more could be said, there was a sudden load, urgent knocking from the door. All three jumped, and Rufus pushed past them, opening the office door.

Out on the sofa, Zachary had sat up sharply, his hair sticking up on side. He looked around at them, blinking blearily. Rufus walked past him, motioning for him to stay where he was, as Zachary tried to rise. Rufus opened the door, and stepped back to allow Isaac in.

"Isaac?" Jack asked, as his godfather strode in. There was a great energy about him, an almost excitement that was parried with a grave seriousness. Isaac greeted the boys quickly, waving wordlessly. Zachary rose to his feet.

"What is it?" he asked, and Isaac gave a sudden, conflicted smile.

"I've found him!"

"…Found who?" Hiccup frowned.

"Our break in the case. A witness who is going to change everything." Isaac's breathing was hard, as if he'd run all the way up the stairs rather than take the lift.

Zachary's entire back tensed, "You-…How-..._Who!?_" He choked.

"Another victim." Isaac came forward and clamped Zachary by each shoulder. "There was another victim! And I've found him!" Isaac's smile got wide, but there was a wetness around his eye, as if he were close to tears. His face was pale, the mix between sorrow and elation. "I have found Isolde's last victim, and he's willing to testify."

"You mean…?"

"Yes! This is it." Isaac's voice rose, and he turned and caught eyes with Jack and Hiccup, before looking once more into Zachary's face. "We're going to throw Isolde back in prison, and be rid of her once and for all!"

**North&West**

**Thanks so much for reading! Please review with your thoughts and feelings!**

**See you next time!**


End file.
